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Abstract 

 

In this paper I argue that metaphysical libertarianism does not entail desserts based moral 

responsibility. I argue that regardless of the truth of free will, no-one ever deserves to be 

praised or blamed for their actions. 

I begin my discussion by arguing that either universal determinism is true, or something 

very much like it is true (e.g. mechanism). I go on to argue that the truth of either of these 

would be incompatible with the notion of free will that most people have, and that any notion 

of free will that can be made compatible with them would be nonsensical, and would not 

seem to be very free. I thus argue that compatibilism could not give us the sort of free will 

that could be thought to bestow desserts based moral responsibility. (It should go without 

saying that the falseness of free will would mean we are not morally accountable!) 

I next discuss various forms of libertarianism, and argue that agent causation theory is the 

only account of libertarianism that could sensibly be held to bestow us with moral 

responsibility, with all other accounts failing to provide us with something that actually 

sounds like free will (e.g. Ginet, who argues that ‘free’ actions are really random actions that 

merely feel free). I also argue that agent causation theory is a more sophisticated way of 

expressing what most members of the general public mean by the term ‘free will’. I then go 

on to argue that even if agent causation theory were true, our psychology would effectively 

act very much like a deterministic force, to the extent that we would be as good as 

determined, and therefore, we would not be morally responsible for our actions. Thus, I argue 

that no-one is ever truly deserving of praise or blame. 

Next, I argue that utilitarianism is not threatened by the notion that we are not morally 

responsible – quite the contrary, this is good new for utilitarians, for it does away with many 

issues around justice – and that not seeing others as blameworthy leads to us being kinder to 

others, thus leading to much positive utility. Finally, I argue that we should amend our justice 

system so as to remove purely retributive punishments; we should still use deterrents, and I 

very much encourage rehabilitation. 
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Introduction 

 

Everyone is aware of the debate over free will versus determinism. What is it about 

determinism that upsets people? Why does the notion that free will is an illusion concern 

many thinkers? I think it is fairly uncontroversial to say that most people connect free will 

with the concept of moral responsibility. I believe it is often assumed that if we are the 

ultimate originators of our actions then this conveys upon us our just desserts: we truly 

deserve to be blamed or praised for our deliberately chosen actions. I think it is often thought 

that determinism threatens the notion of moral responsibility by claiming that the true origin 

of our actions occurs at a much deeper level of reality, one in which agents no longer exist. 

Furthermore, determinism creates a picture of the world in which everything, including all 

our actions, is set in stone, with no possibility of us being able to break free from this and live 

our lives differently than we are destined to. 

This intuition that human action is not set in stone, that we can break the causal chains of 

nature, is captured very well by time-travel fiction in which the past is changed. Most people 

do not view these works as inherently paradoxical; instead, they intuitively feel that if they 

travelled into the past then because they are free they would be able to change events. Most 

people would say that if they travelled back to 1930’s Germany that they could kill Hitler; 

there would be nothing to stop them, since they have free will. Many non-philosophers 

wonder what would happen if they changed the past; they see no problem with changing the 

past, but they realise that this change would come full-circle and affect the present. Whilst 

most people can see that paradoxes would arise if we changed the past, they see no logical 

reason why the past could not change to begin with. In contrast, those works of fiction in 

which the past cannot be changed often discuss questions of free will, and often appear to say 

that there is no free will. 

Another important part in most people’s view of free will is the idea that the future is 

deeply open, that the future has not happened yet, and that we now have the power to decide 

how it will come about when it arrives. Time-travel stories also help to capture this idea very 

well. Imagine someone trying to decide whether to become a cook or a cleaner. For some 

reason, they are able to travel ten years into the future and see how things turn out. Most non-

philosophers would expect to see that their future self had made one of these choices, and if 

this turned out to be the wrong choice, they imagine they could change their mind upon 
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returning to the present. If they saw a horrible future, and when they returned to the present 

they found that they could not prevent it, they would intuitively feel that they had made this 

bad event become a reality by seeing it in the future; had they never time-travelled they could 

have lived a life that would not have brought this event about. Also, they would not expect to 

find their future self affected by decisions they have yet to make in the present. If they 

discovered that the week after getting back to the present they get hit by a car, end up in 

hospital, marry their nurse, then get divorced five years later, they would be deeply puzzled. 

Having not yet been hit by the car, they would say that at the time that they time-travelled, 

the future was not yet going in that direction. 

It is important to consider these views of non-philosophers on free will, as it is these 

commonplace views that determinism is seen as challenging. If philosophers were to redefine 

the term ‘free will’ beyond recognition, this would not solve the problem; instead it would 

create a separate issue. 

In this paper, I argue that free will would not bestow upon us just desserts style 

blameworthiness: regardless of whether or not we have any sort of free will, we are still not 

ultimately morally responsible for our actions, and thus no-one ever truly deserves to be 

blamed or praised for their actions, no matter how deliberate they are! As such, I consider the 

discussion over free will versus determinism to be a moot point. If our actions are physically 

determined by outside forces such that we cannot have free will, then we cannot be held 

morally responsible; if our actions are the uninhibited outpourings of ourselves, if we are not 

forced by outside forces, but are free to bring about our chosen actions through purely 

internal forces, then we are still not morally responsible. 

Waller agrees with me, saying that for someone to deserve punishment, she ‘must be 

morally responsible for the wrong she committed’.1 Like me, he argues against the notion that 

we genuinely deserve special rewards and punishments.2 Understanding the ramifications of 

my thesis, I argue that we should reform our justice system, purging it of the notion of moral 

 

 

1 Waller, Against Moral Responsibility, 2. 

2 Waller, 1–2. 
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responsibility. Waller also agrees on this.3 He points out that this notion is rooted in the 

feeling that those who commit wrong acts and harm others genuinely deserve to suffer; 

furthermore, it is rooted in the notion that when we are harmed we should fight back.4 Waller 

differs from me in that he is a compatibilist.5 Also, he argues that libertarian free will would 

be sufficient to bestow moral responsibility upon us.6 

To clarify, I am not arguing against mere causal responsibility. An example of causal 

responsibility would be someone’s watch stopping because one of the cogs inside it broke. 

Whilst we would say that the cog was to blame for the watch stopping, we would not say that 

the cog deserved to be punished; we would not blame the cog morally. In another example, 

one can imagine a sixteenth century king who draws his pistol on an attacker, but when he 

fires it in his defence it backfires, killing the king. The court finds that the pistol was 

responsible for the king’s death, and rules that the pistol be destroyed. However, rather than 

simply destroying it instantly, the court feels that regicide is a very serious offence, and as 

such this would be ‘too good for it’; instead, they have it slowly melted over several hours in 

a hot furnace as a form of ‘torture’. Such a story sounds ridiculous, for whilst we can agree 

that the gun lead to the king’s dead, we would not say that the gun chose to backfire, nor that 

the gun is in any other sense of the word deserving of blame or punishment. 

In chapter one I will argue for hard determinism. I will be challenging the compatibilist 

view – which I believe is the most commonly held view7 – exploring what I see as its faults 

and explaining why I do not hold that position. 

The purpose of the entire paper is to argue that we are not morally responsible for our 

actions, with the first chapter providing the first reason for believing so. It is my view that we 

cannot be responsible for our actions because they are not free to begin with. 

 

 

3 Waller, 1. 

4 Waller, 10. 

5 Waller, 43–46. 

6 Waller, 48. 

7 Pereboom, ‘Determinism al Dente’, 21. 
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However, I am prepared to admit that I might be wrong about the truth of determinism. 

For this reason, in chapter two I will be discussing the novel position that even if determinism 

is false and libertarianism is true, then it still does not follow that we are morally responsible 

for our actions. I will focus on agent causation theory, which is the view that free actions are 

those that were not pre-determined, but only happened after a free agent chose to start a new 

causal chain, with the intention that it would lead to their desired outcome. 

I argue that even given this form of libertarianism, an agent would only act in accordance 

with their own psychological state of being, and that whilst the libertarian would say that 

strictly speaking the agent could go against this, there seems to be no reason why they would. 

Therefore, our state of mind acts like a deterministic force, and since we did not choose to 

have that state of mind at the time, then we are not morally to blame nor praise for our freely 

chosen actions. Anyone who was truly in my position would do as I do, even though they 

could do otherwise (as could I). 

In chapter three, I shall explore the ramifications that my thesis has for ethics. I will argue 

that this position does not lead to moral nihilism. To quite the contrary, I think that once we 

stop assigning blame to others, we no longer view them as bad people (let alone monsters), 

and thus we are more easily able to be much kinder to them. While the most compassionate 

of us are able to forgive others for their grave faults, almost all of us can easily view someone 

compassionately if we feel that they have no true fault. In fact, we may even pity those who, 

through no fault of their own, are forced to act like moral monsters. Under my view, those of 

us who are morally good are fortunate for having had the moral luck to be good people. 

As a utilitarian, I will be arguing that acts and outcomes are things that can be good or bad 

in themselves; it is not only human choices/actions that can be good or bad. Therefore, even 

if no-one is to be blamed or praised for their actions, it would still be good if good outcomes 

were to occur, and bad if bad outcomes were to occur. 
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Chapter I:  

Determinism 

 

§1. Introduction 

In this chapter I shall be discussing determinism and mechanism, and putting forward an 

argument for why we most likely do not have free will. My position is normally referred to as 

hard determinism; however, it actually fits far better what McKenna and Pereboom describe 

as hard incompatibilism: 

Hard incompatibilism is the thesis that free will is incompatible with determinism 

(incompatibilism is true), that either determinism is true or a form of indeterminism is 

true which [sic] is also incompatible with free will, and so no one has free will 

regardless of whether determinism is true of false.8 

Generally speaking, there are three views on free will: compatibilists hold that free will is 

compatible with determinism, and incompatibilists hold that free will is incompatible with 

determinism. Incompatibilists are split into two groups: hard determinists think that 

determinism is true and thus we do not have free will, and libertarians think that determinism 

is false and that we do have free will. 

Later, I shall go into more detail regarding the accounts of free will held by compatibilists 

and incompatibilists, but for now I shall give a brief overview. Typically, compatibilists 

define free will as an agent being able to do as they want. This definition means that agents 

do not have to be able to act in ways other than how they do and is thus compatible with 

determinism. 

Libertarians and hard determinists typically define free will in terms of new causal powers 

appearing at the macroscopic level of agents, with agents being able to use this power to 

choose from multiple options that are genuinely open to them. Under this definition, free 

agents must have been able to have acted other than the way they did. Frankfurt calls this the 

 

 

8 Michael McKenna and Derk Pereboom, Free Will, 32. 
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‘Principle of Alternative Possibilities’.9 This also means that libertarian free will requires the 

future to not yet be real. O’Connor says that libertarian free will requires that the future be 

open.10 Mele talks about ‘premium’ and ‘mid-grade’ sorts of free will, which involve this 

deep openness.11 

My argument in this chapter shall go like this: 1) determinism is not compatible with free 

will; 2) determinism (or something sufficiently like it) is true; hence 3) we do not have free 

will. Therefore 4) we cannot be held morally responsible for our actions. Note that for the 

overall argument of this paper, it is sufficient to establish 1), since the next chapter argues 

that we would still not be morally responsible for our actions even if 2) is false. 

 

§2. Determinism 

Clarke says that determinism is generally understood to be the view that any world with 

the exact same laws of nature as our world and which was exactly like our world at any given 

moment in time, would necessarily have to be exactly like our world at every other time.12 

Clarke points out that determinism is usually not construed so as to deal only with physical 

laws; other natural laws that deterministic frameworks can discuss might chemical, 

biological, psychological, sociological, etc.13 This means that determinist views are not 

necessarily reductionist; they do not necessarily reduce to the microphysical level.14 

However, the view that I wish to argue for here is the version that does reduce everything to 

the microphysical. See my discussion on mechanism. 

 

 

9 Frankfurt, ‘Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility’, 829. 

10 O’Connor, Persons and Causes, 95. 

11 Mele, ‘Premium, Mid-Grade and Regular: Free Will Fuel Accountability’, 11. 

12 Clarke, Libertarian Accounts of Free Will, 4. 

13 Clarke, 4. 

14 Clarke, 5. 
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One motivation for determinism is sometimes the law of causation: for an event, E, that 

occurs, there is some other event/s that came before E that necessarily caused E to happen.15 

In other words, one event occurs and brings about the occurrence of a second event, which in 

turn brings about a third event, and so on, such that the occurrence of all events after this 

happened because of the first event.16 One might liken this to the knocking over of the first in 

a series of dominoes, causing all of the other dominoes to fall. 

 

§2.1. Laplace’s Demon 

Pierre Simon, Marquis de Laplace elegantly explains determinism with a simple thought 

experiment: a being that could perceive all the particles in the universe and run all of the 

mathematical equations involved in the physics, would be able to know exactly what was 

going to happen in the future with 100% certainty.17 This hypothetical being is often referred 

to as ‘Laplace’s Demon’. Laplace describes this ‘demon’ as follows: 

Given for one instant an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by which 

nature is animated and the respective situation and the beings who compose it – an 

intelligence sufficiently vast to submit these data to analysis – it would embrace in the 

same formula the movements of the greatest bodies of the universe and those of the 

lightest atom; for it, nothing would be uncertain and the future, as the past, would be 

present to its eyes.18 

Laplace says that astronomy gives us a ‘feeble idea of this intelligence’ and that 

humanity’s discoveries in the fields of mechanics and geometry have enabled us to 

comprehend and express past and future states of the world in analytic expressions.19 

 

 

15 Clarke, 4. 

16 Clarke, 4. 

17 Simon, Essay on Probability, 4. 

18 Simon, 4. 

19 Simon, 4. 
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§3. Compatibilism  

Regarding the problem of free will and determinism, there are two main categories of 

thought: compatibilism and incompatibilism. Compatibilism is the view that free will and 

determinism are compatible; incompatibilism is the view that they are not. 

Compatibilists typically hold that an agent acts freely if they act upon their 

desires/reasoning (if I want ice-cream, and I eat ice-cream, this is a free act, regardless of 

how I come to eat ice-cream). This means that agents need not be able to act other than how 

they do in order to be free. 

Scenarios can be imagined in which compatibilism would seem to say that someone is 

acting freely, but which I feel would not be free. If my head were filled with homunculi, and 

they made me eat ice-cream, then compatibilism would say I would be responsible for this if 

they also made me want to eat ice-cream, as I would be acting in accordance with my desires. 

If the CIA hypnotised me into thinking Trump tried to assassinate me, and then they put a 

chip in my brain and used a joystick to make me kill Trump, this could also count as free, as I 

reasoned (based on my false belief) that Trump was trying to kill me, and I acted in self-

defence. 

Incompatibilists argue that free will requires more than agents simply acting in accordance 

with their desires. Hospers says that if a neurologist could produce x-rays at a murder trial, 

showing the patient’s cella turica had already calcified by age nineteen, thus preventing 

further growth of the glands, and argued that this could have caused all of the criminal’s 

disorders that led to the homicide, then we might feel that they were less deserving of blame 

for the murder.20 Whilst we do not excuse the murderer legally, we might excuse them 

morally, and refrain from calling them a monster.21 The more we understand someone’s 

behaviour at a causal level, the more we tend not to judge them morally, and the less we 

know about the cause of their behaviour the more we tend to think ill of those who behave 

 

 

20 Hospers, ‘What Means This Freedom?’, 133. 

21 Hospers, 133. 
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poorly.22 When we meet someone who behaves badly we think them a bad person, but when 

we meet their parents and see they are the same, and learn that they raised them to be this 

way we are less harsh in our judgement of them.23 

Harris argues that free will is an illusion, pointing out that the state in which you exist 

determines how you will act, and the nature of this exact state is largely due to forces outside 

of your control (such as genes, upbringing, etc.).24 

Imagine that Smith smashed Jones’ head in with a rock. Upon hearing about what Smith 

did, most of us would think Smith morally culpable for killing Jones, and if we were friends 

of Jones we might even want to kill Smith ourselves. Were we to learn that Smith now regrets 

killing Jones and has even contemplated suicide, it would do little to affect our judgment. 

However, imagine Smith was repeatedly beaten as a child, and had learnt to think he was 

‘different’ from a very young age that. Harris says these facts might give us pause.25 If you 

were to trade places with Smith, literally swapping atom for atom, you would be Smith, and 

thus you would act like Smith; there would be nothing of you in Smith that remained to lead 

Smith to still act like you. Harris agrees, giving a similar account.26 

But what if you believe that human beings are not just atoms, that they also have immortal 

souls, and that in swapping all your atoms with Smith, you would still keep your soul? Even 

in this case, Harris says that the problem still remains: it was not your choice whether or not 

to be born with the soul of a psychopath.27 I agree with Harris when he says that the role of 

luck is, it seems, the decisive matter.28 

 

 

22 Hospers, 133. 

23 Hospers, 133–34. 

24 Harris, Free Will, 4–5. 

25 Harris, 3–4. 

26 Harris, 4. 

27 Harris, 4. 

28 Harris, 4. 
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So, at first glance, it seems that free will and determinism cannot be compatible. However, 

looks can be deceiving! Let us now examine some arguments for compatibilism, and see if 

and where they fail. 

 

§3.1. Dennett’s View 

A good account of compatibilism is that given by Dennett, who is himself a compatibilist. 

I would summarise Dennett’s view as saying we can view other humans as intentional 

systems, and rationality is the best way we have of predicting the behaviour of intentional 

systems, and in viewing agents this way it is correct to ascribe them with free will. 

 

§3.1.1. Intentional Systems 

Dennett says that an agent’s behaviour can be explained using an intentional explanation, 

which cites beliefs, desires, and intentions as the cause of human motion, rather than 

chemical reactions and electrical impulses.29 An example of an intentional explanation would 

be someone throwing themselves on the ground because they believed there was a loaded gun 

nearby.30 Intentional explanations can be useful when dealing with complex machines, such 

as chess-playing computers.31 

To predict the behaviour of a chess-playing computer we could take a design stance, and 

look at how it was designed/programmed, guessing the response it might make to any of our 

moves.32 In using Dennett’s design stance, we make predictions about the behaviour of an 

object based upon its design, usually without examining how it works on the inside.33 With 

chess-playing computers, we look at how they have been programmed to play, the sorts of 

 

 

29 Dennett, ‘Mechanism and Responsibility’, 235. 

30 Dennett, 236. 

31 Dennett, 236–37. 

32 Dennett, 237. 

33 Dennett, 137. 
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responses they were designed to give to certain moves the player makes.34 It occurs to me 

that if someone understood human (evolutionary) psychology well enough, then they would 

be able to take a design stance towards humans, rather than an intentional stance, as they 

would understand enough about how human minds work and how they are designed to think. 

Next, we have the physical stance, in which we apply to an object the laws of nature based 

upon the actual state of that object.35 We take this view when we describe how the snow will 

take the branch off a tree.36 We rarely use this stance when dealing with computers because 

the number of critical variables needed to be dealt with is far too high for any human to work 

with, but in theory such a stance would work if it were used correctly.37 Whilst it would be a 

pointlessly herculean task, Dennett says that in theory we could use the physical stance to 

‘predict the response it would make in a chess game by tracing out the effects of the input 

energies all the way through the computer until it outputted its response.38 As a mechanist, I 

would argue that we could, in theory, adopt the physical stance toward humans. 

With the chess-playing computer, we can also adopt the intentional stance, predicting the 

computer’s response by guessing the moves that a human player might make in response to 

our moves.39 We only adopt this stance for a rational system, though that system need not be 

perfectly rational.40 When adopting this stance, it does not matter whether the intentional 

system is actually conscious or not, this is simply a useful way of behaving towards certain 

 

 

34 Dennett, 237. 

35 Dennett, 237. 

36 Dennett, 237. 

37 Dennett, 237. 

38 Dennett, 237. 

39 Dennett, 237–38. 

40 Dennett, 238. 
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types of systems.41 This stance is useful when dealing with other humans, because we do not 

assume that their behaviour will be completely irrational.42 

When it comes to human behaviour, Dennett says that, with a few exceptions, such as the 

surgical treatment for epilepsy, we do not know enough about human physiology to be able to 

adopt a physical stance toward humans.43 However, I would counter that the mere fact that 

we do not know these facts does not mean that these facts do not exist in theory. 

Dennett’s last stance is the personal stance, which for some intentional systems (i.e. 

persons) we can adopt on top of the intentional stance, bringing to it a dimension of moral 

commitment.44 Dennett says that adopting this stance towards an intentional system is the 

precondition of any moral stance, and that if mechanism triumphs over the personal stance 

then this jeopardises moral responsibility.45 However, I think many hard determinists would 

not consider this a problem, since many of them would simply reject moral responsibility on 

this basis. This is the position that I take. For Dennett, the dividing line between whether or 

not we are morally responsible for our behaviour is the intentional versus the mechanistic.46 

Earlier, I discussed Hospers’ point that we tend to judge others less when we view them in 

a more deterministic light. I think that in viewing others under the intentional (or even 

personal) stance, we intuitively attribute blame and praise to them and their actions. 

However, when we view them under the design and physical stances, we feel less able to 

judge them. Whilst libertarianism would say that we cannot view a person under any stance 

but the intentional/personal, compatibilism would say that we can view them under all of 

these, and that it is merely useful to view them under the intentional stance. However, I 

would argue that just because we intuitively feel that an intentional system deserves praise or 

 

 

41 Dennett, 238. 

42 Dennett, 238. 

43 Dennett, 239. 

44 Dennett, 240. 

45 Dennett, 242–43. 

46 Dennett, 246–47. 
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blame, it does not follow that it actually does deserve this; often when my computer or phone 

fail to behave as I have instructed them to, I momentarily feel the urge to blame them, before 

realising that they are not conscious, and cannot have chosen to have wronged me.47 

As someone who does not believe in the emergence of new causal powers at higher levels, 

my main criticism of Dennett’s hierarchy of stances is that the higher ones are getting further 

away from the truth. I see the physical stance as being the most true, with all of the other 

stances simplifying certain facts in order to make predictions a lot easier to make. Since all of 

these stances can be applied to humans, that means that the truth lies with the physical stance, 

and with the physical stance there is no talk of agents; thus, we return to the issue of every 

action being reducible to a level without agents. 

 

§3.1.2. Being Duped 

Dennett says that if someone is brainwashed into holding an irrational belief, e.g. Mao is 

god, it is not their fault that they have formed this belief, thus it is not their fault when they 

act rationally upon this irrational belief.48 I imagine Dennett might say that if a follower of 

Mao kills an enemy of Mao on the basis that 1) Mao would want that person dead and 2) 

Mao’s will is always right, then we might argue that were Mao really god this might be the 

right thing to do, but since Mao is not god this is not the right thing to do, yet because they 

are not at fault for believing Mao to be god they are not at fault for destroying his enemies. 

Similarly, Dennett could respond to Hospers’ example of the neurologist at the murder trial 

by arguing that the murderer’s brain damage tampered with intentional system, and thus they 

are exempted from blame. He could argue that this is why we should excuse those with brain 

damage, but not those without. 

 

 

47 Fittingly, as I was typing that very sentence, my computer decided, for whatever reason, to take the cursor 

away from where I was writing. Maybe it is conscious! 

48 Dennett, ‘Mechanism and Responsibility’, 249. 
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However, Harris argues that brain damage is just a special case of physical states in the 

brain giving rise to actions. Understanding the neurophysiology of someone’s brain, he 

argues, seems just as exculpatory as learning that they have a brain tumour.49 

 

§3.1.3. Actions Versus Mere Happenings 

Compatibilists often make the distinction between actions and mere happenings. Dennett 

says mere happenings are described in terms of antecedent causes, whilst actions are events 

brought about by rational beings, and are best described by looking at the reasons that the 

agent brought about those actions.50 Rational actions can be accounted for in a deterministic 

framework, because the verbal expression of a reason sets in motion airwaves, which in turn 

vibrate eardrums, which lead to the firing of neurons.51 In a similar fashion, Koons argues 

that any bad behaviour that we could be reasoned or educated out of is freely willed, and thus 

that we are morally responsible for it.52 Koons gives the example of a man who walks past a 

drowning child, not wanting to ruin his shoes, saying that compatibilists would blame him 

because his behaviour is something that he could be argued out of, despite the fact that he 

could not have done otherwise (due to deterministic reasons).53 At the same time, we can 

imagine another man who is chained to a tree; we would not blame him for his inaction, 

because this is not something that he could be reasoned/educated out of.54 

I would counter that whilst actions may not be mere happenings, the actions of reasoning 

beings are still a type of happening, and they can be traced to antecedent causes that are mere 

happenings. Secondly, the occurrence of rational thoughts, the mental thoughts that bring 

about rationality, are also a type of happening, and they too can be traced back to antecedent 

 

 

49 Harris, Free Will, 5. 

50 Dennett, ‘Mechanism and Responsibility’, 247. 

51 Dennett, 247. 

52 Koons, ‘Is Hard Determinism a Form of Compatibilism?’, 84. 

53 Koons, 83–84. 

54 Koons, 84. 
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causes that are mere happenings; every event in the universe can be traced back to the initial 

expansion of space-time circa 13.8 billion years ago, which was the biggest happening if ever 

there was one! 

 

§3.2. Frankfurt Cases 

Against compatibilism, many argue that what is important in matters of free will is the 

ability to do otherwise; if I could not have behaved other than how did behave, then I cannot 

be responsible for how I was fated to behave. Frankfurt considers this view incorrect, but 

says that some philosophers take this to be so obviously true that they consider it an a priori 

truth.55 Frankfurt, however, argues that someone can be morally responsible for their actions, 

even if the option to do otherwise did not exist.56 

Frankfurt imagines that Black wants Jones to kill Smith, and he waits to see if Jones will 

do so of his own accord, and if not, Black acts to make sure Jones kills Smith.57 Regardless of 

Jones’ choice, he will do as Black wishes.58 However, if Jones decides to do so without the 

need of Black’s interference – of his own free will – then Jones is not morally excused; he is 

just as much to blame as he would be if Black had not been prepared to intervene.59 Frankfurt 

says that whilst it may be that someone could not have acted otherwise, they may not have 

acted as they did because of their inability to act otherwise, and thus moral responsibility is 

compatible with determinism.60 

I should spell out Frankfurt’s position better; in doing so, I think I shall show why this 

argument fails. In this situation it seems Jones has libertarian free will initially, and 

deterministic powers only kick-in if he chooses ‘wrongly’. Note that Frankfurt does not 

 

 

55 Frankfurt, ‘Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility’, 829. 

56 Frankfurt, 829–30. 

57 Frankfurt, 835. 

58 Frankfurt, 835. 

59 Frankfurt, 836. 

60 Frankfurt, 837–39. 
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explicitly say that Jones has libertarian free will to begin with, but I think that this is the only 

sensible way to read him. In this and other ‘Frankfurt cases’, if we assume that determinism 

is true, then Jones choosing to kill Smith was always going to happen; the atoms were already 

heading in a murderous direction, and Jones was just dragged along for the ride. If, however, 

we assume that Jones has libertarian free will, then it seems that the murder of Smith was not 

already fated to happen; it only happened because at that moment Jones made the choice to 

kill him. Strictly speaking, Jones could not have acted otherwise, but he could have chosen 

otherwise (and then Black would have forced his hand). 

What if Jones wanted to kill Smith, but chose not to, and Black forced him to? Would 

Jones then be responsible? If Jones were to choose restraint, then arguably Black forcing him 

to kill Smith would not be in line with what Jones really wants, and so Jones’ action would 

not be free. It might be said that whilst Jones wants to kill Smith on a base level, on a higher 

level he wants to not commit murder, and that his ultimate choice to not commit murder is his 

true desire. 

However, if Black were to neurologically interfere with Jones, he could do so such that 

Jones now fully wanted to kill Smith, and could in theory be reasoned out of doing so, thus 

‘forcing’ Jones to be guilty of ‘freely’ choosing to murder Smith. I suppose Dennett might 

counter that if Jones could now be theoretically reasoned out of killing Smith by another 

person, then he could also reason himself out of killing Smith, and if he does not reason 

himself out of the act then he truly has acted freely. However, given determinism, since Jones 

cannot do otherwise, if he does not reason himself out of killing Smith then it follows that he 

could not have reasoned himself out of killing Smith, and thus he is innocent. 

It seems that like libertarianism, compatibilism says that we are morally responsible for 

those actions that are causally brought about by us. However, while libertarians can claim 

that we are the originator of the causal chain that leads to our actions, the compatibilists, in 

accepting determinism (if only for the sake of the argument), must agree that we are not the 

originators of the causal chain that leads to our actions, as the chain of events that would lead 

to our actions was already in existence long before we chose to act. 

 

§4. Mechanism 
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So far, I have discussed determinism, and whether it is compatible with free will. 

However, I have not discussed whether determinism is true or not. 

McKeena and Pereboom point out that, strictly speaking, determinism is a ‘dated thesis’ 

that is often not applicable to modern debates.61 They point out, however, that many who are 

inclined to claim that free will and determinism are incompatible are also prepared to admit 

that determinism might be false, but that if it is, then the form of indeterminism that we are 

left with is one that is very much like determinism, such that it is still incompatible with free 

will.62 They refer to this new position as ‘hard incompatibilism’, and I gave their definition of 

this earlier. 

I think it uncontroversial to say that the main reason why so many incompatibilists are 

prepared to admit that determinism might be incorrect is due to the leading interpretations of 

quantum physics. Quantum mechanics appears to paint a picture of the subatomic realm that 

contradicts determinism: it seems to show that the universe is ultimately indeterministic at its 

most fundamental level. Note, that there are some interpretations of quantum mechanics that 

are fully compatible with determinism, e.g. de Broglie-Bohm theory, as well as other hidden-

variable theories.63 

However, the sort of indeterminacy that quantum physics might give us is no more 

compatible with free will than genuine determinism. Regardless of whether or not quantum 

mechanics is deterministic, the behaviour – and perhaps even the existence – of macroscopic 

objects is brought about by the interactions going on at the quantum level. Therefore, 

everything else is determined by what happens at the deepest level of physical reality, even if 

the events at that deepest reality are not themselves deterministic. So, regardless of whether 

determinism is strictly true or not, at the very least we have a very mechanistic picture of the 

world. 

 

 

61 Michael McKenna and Derk Pereboom, Free Will, 32. 

62 Michael McKenna and Derk Pereboom, 32. 

63 Wallace, The Emergent Multiverse, 32–33. 
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Daniel Dennett points out that whilst determinism and its denial waver in and out of 

favour, we are now faced with mechanism, an issue that is here to stay.64 

I would define mechanism as the notion that everything that happens at the macroscopic 

world, the level of the universe that we see things at, comes about directly because of the 

goings on at some deeper level of the universe, such as the neurological level or the 

subatomic level. The way I see mechanism, there are no new causal powers at the 

macroscopic level: they are all at the deepest level of reality. Each level supervenes upon the 

level below, until we reach the very bottom level. Thus, mechanism is incompatible with free 

will, because if it is true then people’s behaviour is determined by events that take place at a 

deeper level where there are no agents. It is irrelevant whether or not these bottom level 

events are deterministic or not. 

It is possible that there is no bottom level, but that still leaves us with the same challenge 

to moral responsibility, as the explanations for why events occur can still be talked about at 

levels far below that of agents, and though they are not a complete explanation (since they 

can still be further reduced to lower levels), they are more complete than the level of agents. 

I think that the reason why determinism was first seen by libertarians as a threat to free 

will is because it leads to mechanism, which was the real threat. For this reason, if 

determinism is false, libertarianism is not saved, for mechanism brings most of the same 

challenges that full determinism brought. For this reason, I consider myself to be a hard 

incompatibilist. 

So, why do I think that mechanism (and possibly determinism) is true? I find it intuitively 

obvious that 1) subatomic particles move in accordance with the laws of physics, 2) all 

objects above the subatomic level are composed of those subatomic particles, therefore 3) 

macroscopic objects and their movements are just the subatomic particles and their 

movements on a larger scale. 

Prior to the discovery of quantum mechanics, for nearly 200 years the Newtonian laws 

seemed to hold in every instance, and I think this is what lead to early determinist theories. It 

seems to me that these theories would entail mechanism, and even though quantum 

 

 

64 Dennett, ‘Mechanism and Responsibility’, 233. 
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mechanics seems to indicate that determinism at the subatomic world is false, we are still left 

with this mechanism. I understand that some might try to counter that there could be 

emergent causal powers at the macroscopic level (or perhaps at other levels), but if this were 

the case then we would surely see the effects of these forces at the subatomic level, and it 

does not seem that we do. 

Dennett says that many philosophers consider the question of whether determinism and 

moral responsibility are compatible to have been replaced with the question of whether 

mechanism is compatible with moral responsibility.65 Dennett illustrates this new threat to 

moral responsibility: 

[I]f we are on the verge of characterizing a particular bit of human motion as a well-

aimed kick in the pants, and a doctor can show us that in fact the extensor muscles in 

the leg were contracted by nerve impulses triggered by a “freak” (possibly random?) 

epileptic discharge in the brain, we will have to drop the search for purposive 

explanations of the motion, and absolve the kicker from all responsibility.66 

 

 

 

65 Dennett, 233. 

66 Dennett, 233. 
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Chapter II:  

Moral Responsibility 

 

§1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter I discussed my reasons for not believing in free will. Now, I wish 

to show how we would not be morally responsible for our actions even if we had free will. 

My argument runs like this: 1) in order for libertarianism to be true agent causation theory 

must be true; 2) if agent causation theory were true then a free agent would use their 

libertarian free will to act in accordance with their desires on balance; 3) they could choose to 

act against their desire on balance, but no-one would; 4) therefore our desires act as a sort of 

deterministic force; 5) thus even if we did have free will we would still be effectively 

determined, and thus we would not be morally responsible for our actions. 

As I see it, there are two categories which libertarian accounts fall into: there are accounts 

that say our actions are not caused by anything (i.e. they are random), and accounts that say 

that actions are caused by agents. Clarke distinguishes reasons-based libertarianism and 

causal libertarian accounts from agent causation theories, but the differences between these 

accounts will not be relevant for my argument, and I will treat them all under the heading of 

agent causation theory. 

 

§2. Non-Causal Libertarianism 

It is important to consider the reason for your having chosen to make some particular 

possibility a reality. Some argue that all we need in order to be free is for our actions to be 

not determined, and thus, they argue, we are free if our actions are random.67 I shall call these 

types of accounts, which say freedom is randomness, ‘non-causal accounts’. 

 

 

67 Ginet, On Action, 11–14. 
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Non-causal accounts do not require free actions to be caused by anything at all, not even 

anything that is internal to the agent.68 Some non-causal accounts allow free actions to be 

caused provided that they are not causally determined, whilst other accounts do not allow for 

any free actions to be caused in any manner.69 

So, what are non-causal actions? Typically, they are said to be actions that begin with a 

basic mental action (e.g. a decision).70 It is important that these basic mental acts are not 

caused by some previous state or event, in order for them to be free. 

Ginet discusses the basic mental act of saying a word in one’s head.71 He says that a 

mental act is different from a mere mental occurrence (choosing to think something versus 

something randomly popping into your head) because it possess an ‘actish’ phenomenal 

quality.72 In mentally saying a word it is as if you directly determined it to play in your 

mind’s ear.73 He says that these acts are not actually caused by the agent; though it may seem 

so, this is an illusion.74 Ginet says that for an agent to act, first there must be a mental act 

with the ‘actish’ phenomenon; this may then go on to cause other things to happen (such as 

one’s body moving).75 He specifies that agents do not actually cause actions to happen.76 

It seems to me, if I am reading Ginet correctly, that our actions are random, and our sense 

of having caused them is merely illusionary. Velleman agrees, saying that because Ginet 

 

 

68 Clarke, Libertarian Accounts of Free Will, 17. 

69 Clarke, 17. 

70 Clarke, 18. 

71 Ginet, On Action, 11–12. 

72 Ginet, 13. 

73 Ginet, 13. 

74 Ginet, 13. 

75 Ginet, 15. 

76 Ginet, 14. 
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denies that agents cause their actions, this sort of freely bringing about events is an illusion.77 

Clarke argues similarly to Velleman.78 Clarke says that in private correspondence with him, 

Ginet claimed that he meant this merely in a metaphorical sense; apparently he did not mean 

to say that this experience literally makes the agent believe that they brought about the event 

that is their basic action.79 

This randomness does not sound very much like free will to me; if our actions are random 

and we merely feel as if we cause them, then I fail to see how we could be morally 

responsible for them. I can imagine someone with a brain injury that causes them to feel as 

though everything that happened to them was directly caused by them. Even when someone 

else pushes them over, their brain creates the illusion that they themselves were controlling 

the person who pushed them. Most of us would not want to say that this person is genuinely 

responsible for every bad thing that happens to them, certainly not the bad things that others 

do to them! So, if our actions are random then we cannot be held morally responsible for 

them regardless of whether we feel we are in control or not. 

It seems to me that the mere sensation of control is not itself actual control, thus Ginet’s 

account does not give us actual free will. Clarke seems to agree with me, saying that the mere 

feel of causing an event does not itself constitute the fact of causing that action, although he 

does argue that it is an important factor in free will.80 Ginet himself admits that ‘one may 

think, […] that if an action is undetermined, then the agent does not control (determine) it, 

has no say in whether or not it occurs’.81 Similarly, O’Connor points out that if your actions 

are not caused by anything at all, then they are not caused by you.82 I agree when O’Connor 

argues that if you do not determine your actions, then you are not in control of your actions.83 

 

 

77 Velleman, ‘What Happens When Someone Acts?’, 466. 

78 Clarke, Libertarian Accounts of Free Will, 19. 

79 Clarke, 20. 

80 Clarke, 20. 

81 Ginet, On Action, 126. 

82 O’Connor, Persons and Causes, 25. 

83 O’Connor, 25. 
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Ginet responds to these sorts of criticisms by saying that when we determine our actions we 

are simply acting in such a way that our actions cause the event to happen.84 

As said earlier, it is common for compatibilists to argue that if your actions are not 

determined then they must be random. Ayer says that if an action is random, the we cannot be 

held morally responsible for it.85 He says that if ‘it were a matter of pure chance’ how 

someone should act, then whilst they may, in some sense, be free, we would not hold them 

responsible; we would not view them as a moral agent, but as a lunatic.86 I agree with Ayer 

when he says that if our actions are accidents then we cannot be held morally responsible for 

them.87 

Ayer admits that he might be too harsh on libertarians: perhaps they mean to say that an 

agent’s actions are the result of that agent’s free choice, and this is what makes that agent 

morally responsible.88 To this, Ayer says that if our actions are not accidents, then this 

implies that something causes them, and this leads us back to determinism.89 Nagel says that 

it is often argued that if an action is undetermined then there cannot be a reason why the 

agent chose that action over another.90 Taylor points out that when libertarians say that we 

cause our actions, they are using the word ‘cause’ with its older meaning: ‘the efficacy or 

power of an agent to produce certain results’, rather than the modern meaning of ‘a certain 

relationship between events’.91 When I discuss agent causation theory in the next chapter, we 

shall see how this is the case. 

 

 

84 Ginet, On Action, 127. 

85 Ayer, ‘Freedom and Necessity’, 275. 

86 Ayer, 275. 

87 Ayer, 275. 

88 Ayer, 275. 

89 Ayer, 275. 

90 Nagel, The View from Nowhere, 113–17. 
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For the same reason, random quantum fluctuations do not help the libertarians to win their 

side of the debate because if the universe were ultimately random then all this would mean is 

that our actions are ultimately random, and that does not sound not sound like freedom. In 

line with the mechanistic view I defended in chapter one, I would add that such a scenario 

would be almost deterministic; it would be deterministic down to the point of subatomic 

particles. In this setup, the entire rest of the universe, including the actions of us human being 

(and any other agents) would be determined by the random actions occurring at the deepest 

levels of particle physics. For the purposes of moral agency, determinism would be as good 

as true (even though it would be technically false). 

However, I am sure that to anyone other than a reductive physicalist, this would not seem 

to be the case. Someone who believed that new causal powers emerge at the macroscopic 

level would surely argue that it does not matter if the subatomic realm is deterministic or 

indeterministic. In fact, I can anticipate them arguing that if it is indeterministic, then the new 

causal powers that emerge at the macroscopic level could then bring about causal effects at 

the subatomic level, causing particles to decay, for example. 

But what if our actions were not effectively determined at the quantum level, but were 

very much random at the macroscopic level? What if determinism were wholly false, even 

beyond the point at which most libertarian philosophers would except it to be somewhat 

true92? What if human actions occurred for no apparent reason whatsoever? What if we felt 

that our actions truly occurred at random? Would we not all be like the lunatics that Ayer 

mentioned?93 Also, in this case, how would I be able to trust other people not to attack me? 

How would I be able to trust myself to not randomly attack others? How would I be able to 

walk down the road without randomly throwing myself into the traffic? The mere fact that we 

can trust ourselves and others to be at least somewhat consistent in our behaviour shows that 

our actions are not random in a simple and naïve sense. So, if they were to be fully random, 

 

 

92 I recall one of my undergraduate lectures once saying that Descartes saw human minds as ‘not-clocks’ in a 

giant clock. That is, most philosophers who claim to reject determinism still accept a view of the world that is 

almost the same as that of the determinists, accept that they add in a layer of non-determinism for those agents 

whom they ascribe free will. 

93 Ayer, ‘Freedom and Necessity’, 275. 
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then it would have to be in the quasi-deterministic manner. One counter-argument might be 

that events could be probabilistic, that there is very low chance that you would throw yourself 

into traffic, and because of this you could trust that you would not do so. Under this view, 

events would still be fully random, yet they could also be fairly predictable. 

 

§3. Agent Causation Libertarianism 

Agent causation theory is the view which is closest to what I think most people actually 

hold, and it is closest to the views that I used to hold before studying philosophy. Also, I 

think that it is the most reasonable account of what free will could sensibly be taken to mean. 

Additionally, I feel that this is the most difficult form of free will for me to be tackling in my 

argument, and that if my argument here works for agent causation theory, then it should 

certainly work for other, ‘softer’ forms of free will, such as those proposed by compatibilists 

in the previous chapter. 

O’Connor argues that we first need to understand ‘agent control’; what he describes as 

‘the manner in which a particular piece of behavior is connected to, controlled by, or an 

‘outflowing of’ the agent.’.94 

O’Connor sums up agent causation theory as follows: ‘According to the agency theorist, at 

the core of every free action is an ontologically irreducible causal relation between a person 

and some appropriate internal event that triggers later elements of the action.’.95 Kane says 

something very similar, that free will is ‘the power of agents to be the ultimate creators (or 

originators) and sustainers of their own ends or purposes.’ (his italics).96 Kane says that 

when we trace the causal chains back to their sources, they terminate at the choices/decisions 

of the agents that caused them.97 In this sense, willing freely makes us unmoved movers.98 If 

 

 

94 O’Connor, Persons and Causes, 23. 

95 O’Connor, 43. 

96 Kane, The Significance of Free Will, 4. 

97 Kane, 4. 
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the agent’s willing could be further traced back to other causes, such as environmental or 

hereditary causes (as well as God or fate) then the ultimate cause of their actions would not 

lie with the agent and their will, but with these external causes.99 

Steward has a similar idea to O’Connor. She says that the notion of agency is incompatible 

with determinism, and for this reason labels her view ‘Agency Incompatibilism’.100 In 

Steward’s view, agency is a power, or range of powers, that many animals, including 

humans, possess.101 She says agents have a sort of ‘sourcehood’, that they are the source of 

their actions.102 

Clarke says that in order for someone to be able to freely act, they must have the ability to 

govern themselves rationally.103 Also, they must be able to choose whether or not to take 

reason into account when deciding how to act, and if they decide to exercise reason then it is 

up them to decide the extent to which they will act in accordance with reason.104 Thus, it 

must be possible for agents to perform actions for particular reasons, and in these cases there 

would be a reason-explanation for their action.105 

Clarke says that agents must be able to use practical reasoning to control and govern their 

own behaviour.106 I would disagree here: if one were able, in the libertarian sense, to move 

one’s body in which ever direction one wanted, this would still count as free will, even if they 

had no sense of why they should move their body one way or another. 
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100 Steward, A Metaphysics for Freedom, 1. 

101 Steward, 1. 

102 Steward, 4. 

103 Clarke, Libertarian Accounts of Free Will, 19. 

104 Clarke, 19. 

105 Clarke, 19. 

106 Clarke, 16. 



 

27 

Clarke adds that rational self-determination is more than the ability to act based upon 

reason-states that one already has; it is the ability to either strengthen, maintain, or weaken 

your reason-states based upon reasoned reflection.107 

If I understand Clarke correctly, this is what differentiates incompatibilist accounts of free 

will from compatibilist accounts. Without this difference, this would sound very much like 

Dennett’s view on free will that I discussed earlier. Clarke seems to agree with me, saying 

that this is where compatibilism and incompatibilism depart: for libertarians it is up to the 

agent to decide if and how they exercise control, and there must have been at least some 

chance that the action they took could have not happened.108 I think, in libertarianism, there 

must be some event that was not causally determined, whether that was the agent’s actions 

itself, or some other event in the process that led up to their action. Clarke also agrees with 

this.109 We can still be free if we choose not to act, and we can still be free if we act 

irrationally; regardless of whether our actions are reflective or rational. Clark says we are 

acting freely ‘only if we actually exercise some type of active control over which open 

alternative becomes actual’.110 He adds that ‘[a]ctually exercising such control is required for 

the origination, difference-making, and attributability that we value; it is partly constitutive of 

the dignity that we think acting freely confers on us’.111 For Clarke, this second requirement 

is very difficult for libertarians to analyse and discuss in detail; there are differing libertarian 

accounts, and it is debatable whether any of them are adequate.112 

I can image someone responding to Clarke by arguing for the possibility of a being with 

free will that has no capacity for reason. Clarke could respond by saying that any behaviour 

this being performs is done with the intention of fulfilling a goal of some sort; it is irrelevant 

whether that behaviour could have achieved this goal. For instance, we can imagine an agent 
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that wanted honey, so it decided to sneeze. It sneezes because it reasoned (albeit very poorly) 

that this would get it honey. Clarke’s hypothetical opponent could then describe a being so 

basic that its desires/goals are merely about movement (e.g. I want to move over there, I want 

to take a step forward). However, even in this case, Clarke could respond that the reason why 

this being moves to its desired location is because it reasoned that this was a good way to get 

to its desired location; even in this scenario there is still reasoning going on. Alternatively, 

Clarke might argue that such beings could exist, but that he is talking about the sort of 

freedom that he believes humans (and possibly other animals) have, the sort of freedom that 

this necessary for moral responsibility, the sort of reason that is, in the words of Dennett,113 

‘worth wanting’. 

These types of accounts invoke a form of causation, because an agent only acts for a 

reason when that particular reason-state causes their action.114 However, Clarke explains that 

this form of causation involves the agent themselves, via their intentions and reasons for 

acting.115 In other words, I take Clarke to mean that there is no external causal force causing 

(i.e. making) the agent act the way they do. 

Since actions are typically performed for reasons, Clarke says that if a non-causal theory 

were able to provide an adequate account of how agents act upon reasons, it will be at least 

partially providing an account of active control.116 

One criticism of reasons-based accounts is that an agent may have a reason, R, for doing 

A, yet R might not be the reason they do A.117 It follows that merely having a reason to 
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behave a certain way is not sufficient to provide us with a reason-explanation.118 Thus, Clarke 

says it is the job of these theorists to explain what else is necessary.119 

Under what Clarke calls causal libertarian accounts, an event is considered an action by its 

being caused by the right sort of mental events.120 He says that actions are caused by having 

intentions (he does not assume that intentions are reducible to other types of mental 

events).121 Actions are typically motivated by desires, and in such cases the desires are causes 

of these actions.122 Finally, actions are typically guided by beliefs.123 

In deciding, Clarke says we form intentions.124 These intentions are themselves actions 

caused in the appropriate way.125 Based upon my description of the compatibilist view (see 

previous chapter), it would seem that compatibilists believe much the same. 

Amongst the many causal accounts are the event causal accounts. Clarke discusses one of 

these accounts, which he says is similar to many compatibilist accounts, except that it 

requires that for actions to be directly free they must be caused in a non-deterministic 

manner.126 (Clarke also notes that most compatibilist accounts nowadays do not require 

determinism to be true.)127 

As an example of an event-causal account, imagine an assassin who wants to go bowling 

tonight, but has a target whom he needs to eliminate. He decides that his target can wait till 
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tomorrow to die, and goes bowling. The incompatibilist event causal account would say his 

belief that the assassination can wait, and his desire to go bowling have non-deterministically 

caused his decision to go bowling.128 Until he chose to go bowling, there was still the very 

real chance that he might kill his target that night instead. So, even though his decision was 

caused, he still could have done otherwise. Clarke uses a similar argument.129 

Clarke says that there are three main types of objections to reasons-based accounts. Firstly, 

some are not sure, given indeterminacy, how explicable a reasons-based explanation of an 

agent’s actions is.130 Secondly, some argue that on this view there would be a reduction or 

loss of control, because the sort of indeterminism that this account requires would diminish 

an agent’s level of active control, as compared with a deterministic account.131 Thirdly, it is 

argued that even if this indeterminism would not diminish one’s control, it would not increase 

it either.132 

These accounts are indeterministic in such a way that they subject to the same sorts of 

objections as non-causal accounts. 

 

§3.1. Alternative Possibilities 

It is common for incompatibilists to argue that you can only be morally responsible for 

your actions if you could have done otherwise; this, they say, would not be possible if 

determinism is true.133 Clarke is one of many who argues that the ability to do otherwise is a 

necessary feature of freedom.134 O’Connor argues similarly.135 I think that most ordinary 
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people would agree with them; this is an important part of what is meant when most people 

talk about free will. The reason I think this is seen as important is that if we cannot do 

otherwise them we are forced to do as we do, and if we are forced to do as we do then most 

people would say that we are not to blame morally. Secondly, a big part of free will, in the 

view of ordinary persons, is that our actions are things that we make happen; we make our 

choices from the genuinely available options. Were there only really one option available 

then our actions would not really be shaped by us in the important sense. 

 

§3.2. How Actions Are Brought About 

Chisholm says that free actions violate the causal chain of nature, making us unmoved 

movers.136 This would make our free actions mini-miracles, thus giving us an ability that 

‘some would attribute only to God’.137 

For many philosophers, I think that the arguments for physicalism lead them to disagree 

with Chisholm – they did in my case. Physicalism is the theory that the only things that exist 

are the things that particle physics deals with; all other things (such as humans) are made out 

of these basic physical things. Without an understanding of quantum indeterminacy, this view 

could easily lead one to determinism, but even with indeterminacy we can still have 

mechanism. Physicalism, as a substance monist view, would deny the existence of immaterial 

souls, magic, and the supernatural. 

However, physicalism does not necessarily entail determinism/mechanism. O’Connor 

argues that mechanism – what he calls the micro-macro constitution thesis – is wrong, 

instead, arguing that new causal powers emerge at the level of brains/minds.138 Thus, 

O’Connor argues that free will is compatible with physics.139 Thus, given physicalism, I 
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would argue that if agent causation is real then it must be in the manner that O’Connor says. 

However, I disagree with O’Connor, as I am still unconvinced that new causal powers can 

emerge at the macroscopic level. 

 

§4. Psychological Determinism 

I have just defined free will as the view that an agent’s freely chosen actions are 

determined by the agent. I have shown how libertarian views are not reliant on mere 

randomness, nor are they unknowingly saying that universal/physical determinism is true: our 

actions are ultimately caused by us, not by external forces. I think that most non-philosophers 

would agree with me here. I now wish to show how, even under this account, we would still 

not be morally responsible for our actions. Even if we argue that physical determinism is 

false, agent causation theorists must still accept the existence of another form of determinism: 

psychological determinism. 

I argue that character is a real property of our psychology; it is not merely a description of 

how we act, but a force within us that affects how we choose to act. As Nagel argues, it is 

often said that the choices someone makes in deciding which reasons to act upon reveal their 

true character, but, as he says, if this character is indeed separate from our actions then it 

must have or lack an explanation.140 I would argue that if our character has an explanation, 

then this gets us back to determinism (or something sufficiently like it), and if it lacks an 

explanation then it is still the fact that each of us simply is a certain way (i.e. randomness), 

and would thus act a certain way, and that is not our fault, for we did not choose to be that 

way to begin with. 

If we have the form of freedom that agent causation theorists claim we do, then we would 

surely use it in accordance with our wants, on balance. If I see something that I am tempted to 

steal, yet I choose not to steal it because stealing is wrong, then it is both the case that I do 

and do not want to steal, and on balance I wanted to not steal more than I wanted to steal. 

Had the balance of my desires been weighted in the opposite direction, then I would have 
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committed theft. I shall now discuss various aspects of psychology that I feel support this 

view. 

 

§4.1. Akrasia 

We tend to accept that most of us do not have an ‘ironclad’ will, and that under certain 

circumstances one should not be blamed for freely making the wrong choice. Take, for 

instance, a recovering heroin addict who, in their weak will, gives in and takes heroin. Many 

of us would agree that this person is not to blame; getting ‘clean’ is difficult. It is for this very 

reason that we have clinics; we do not simply say to addicts, ‘If you do not want to be on 

heroin any more, then just do not take heroin anymore!’. 

Imagine further, that I were to take some heroin to a clinic and drop it on the table in front 

of those attempting to recover. They would make very apparent to me their disapproval. But 

why? In this scenario I am not forcing them to take heroin, merely placing it in their 

environment. If they do not wish to take the heroin – the reason for going to the clinic – then 

they should simply not touch the heroin. If I were to walk off and leave them there with the 

heroin for half-an-hour, and when I came back they had taken it, whose fault would it be? I 

believe that most people would place most, if not all, of the blame on me. But why? It is 

because we understand the nature of addiction, and we do not expect people to have perfectly 

strong will powers. 

But what of those whose will power is far weaker than most? Oddly enough, when 

someone’s will power if far below that of the average person, we tend not to look upon them 

with the same level of sympathy; instead we tend to think that since the average person would 

be easily able to resist such temptations so should this individual. I believe that this is due to 

the fact that most of us are incapable of placing ourselves in such person’s shoes. Since we 

can resist such temptations we feel that they can also do so and merely choose not to resist. 

But what actually is weakness of will? Put simply, it is the difficulty – or even inability – 

in resisting temptations. If one’s will is weak enough one will give in to any temptation, no 

matter how badly we desire not to. Since the strength of our will is not something that we 

have any choice over, then how can it be the fault of those who have such low will-power 

that they inevitably give in to their bad desires? How, also, can it be that they are 

praiseworthy when they give into their good desires? Imagine that we had a pill that released 
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neurochemicals that dramatically lowered a person’s will-power. If you were to unknowingly 

take this pill and then act rashly should you be held morally accountable for those actions? If, 

under the influence of this pill, you were to hit and kill a cyclist would you be guilty of 

murder? 

Alternatively, imagine a greedy individual with a ‘soft side’ who normally controls their 

sense of generosity when approached by charities. For instance, they might be approached by 

someone who runs the local homeless shelter who asks if they could spare a few dollars. At 

first, their heart goes out for those who are living on the streets, but then all of a sudden they 

come to their senses and realise that they would be far happier in the long run if they kept that 

money themselves and put it towards the yacht they are saving up for. Knowing that if they 

always give into their ‘petty’ desire to help others they themselves will be less happy in the 

end, they control their base impulse of compassion, and decline to give any money to the 

homeless. However, if they were given this akrasia pill, and all of a sudden they started 

giving money to charities such as this one then would they really be worthy of praise? If we 

think this pill would absolve evil-doers of their bad deeds, then by the same reasoning it 

should nullify the good in a good-doers’ actions. 

One response to this argument might be that if we were to take such pills then this would 

alter our brain chemistry, and thus it would not be the ‘true’ us who was performing these 

actions, but rather it would be the pill’s doing so – at least partially. Imagine, however, that 

you were to start off with a brain like that of someone under the effects of akrasia pills. The 

purpose of this thought experiment is to enable you to better put yourself in the shoes of 

someone who lacks the will-power that you have. I contend that if someone forces you to 

take an akrasia pill then you will not be morally responsible for what you do when under its 

effects. For the same reason, we should absolve those with the misfortune to be born with low 

will-power of moral responsibility. 

In the absence of such a pill, we are not free to choose whether our will is weak or strong, 

so any behaviour that occurs from weakness of will is not something we should be held 

accountable for, even in the absence of an akrasia pill. This argument is equally as valid if we 

have libertarian free will or not. 

I anticipate that a critic might argue that whilst some people might say of taking the 

akrasia pill: ‘Oh no! Now I am going to do bad things,’ others might see this as an 

opportunity to morally get away with being bad, using the pill to justify their behaviour. 
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These critics might argue that there is a moral distinction to be drawn between these two 

cases, but I would argue that it is not their fault that they would take this attitude before 

taking the pill to begin with. 

 

§4.2. Desire 

I have just discussed akrasia, arguing that we are not responsible for the strength of our 

will, and therefore the weak willed should be morally excused. Now, I wish to argue that 

even those who do have the strength of will to resist are also not responsible! 

Imagine a politician standing on the balcony of a tall building discussing issues with her 

political rival. She is aware that no-one else is around, and so, in the interest of her political 

goals, she pushes her rival over the balcony to his death. Why would she choose to do this? 

Perhaps she had violent tendencies and lacked the strength of will to resist. But we can 

imagine that she had the strength to resist, or that she acted not out of sadistic desire but out 

of political motivation. So then, why did she commit this murder? Presumably she had some 

goal that she was prepared to kill for. Secondly, she either lacked the sense of guilt that 

would motivate her against pushing her victim, or her desire for her goal was stronger than 

that guilt. At the end of the day, if she choose to push him knowing that she would have to 

carry the heavy burden of being a murder on her conscience for the rest of her life and still 

chose to do so because at the time she cared more about her political goals, then this means 

that on balance she was more motivated by her political career than her conscience. In this 

case, it was not her fault that this is where her motivation ultimately lay on balance, and 

given that this is where it lay how else would we expect her to have acted? 

Alternatively, we can imagine that our murdering politician completely lacked all 

sympathy, and that she would be totally untroubled at knowing that she had killed someone. 

In this case, what reason is there for her not to kill someone if she could get away with it? 

Critics might respond that someone should be held morally responsible for their lack of 

sympathy, but I would respond that this politician, as with any of us, is not free to choose 

how sympathetic she feels towards other. Our level of sympathy is merely moral luck. 

We can also show, with a different example, that good actions are just as undeserving of 

praise. Why would you knowingly choose to be good to others without the expectation of a 

reward if you did not care about those people? The only reason that you would choose to act 
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in a genuinely altruistic manner is because you cared about others. Yes, an uncaring 

individual could choose to act in a caring manner (under the libertarian’s account), but why 

would they? Likewise, good people could choose to do evil even if they had no desire to do 

so, but why would they? 

Imagine that it were not the politician’s rival on the roof with her, but rather her strongest 

political ally and closest friend, and that the politician knew that she would feel terrible if she 

killed him. If the politician has absolutely no reason to push her friend, and every reason not 

to, yet still pushes him anyway, what are we to make of that? Imagine that when she is asked 

about whether she enjoyed committing the murder she responded, ‘Oh, no, I feel absolutely 

terrible about what I did, and I knew even before I pushed him I would feel this way!’. Asked 

if she pushed him for political gain, she responds, ‘No, he was a strong ally of mine; I had 

every reason to keep him alive!’; when asked if it was a personal issue, she responds, ‘No, he 

was a very close friend of mine!’. As the questions continue, the politician keeps giving 

responses that indicate she had no reason whatsoever for committing the murder. Finally, 

when she is asked why she chose to kill someone she cared about, whose survival she had a 

vested interest in, knowing full well that she would be racked with guilt afterwards and would 

miss him very dearly, knowing full well that she would be caught for committing the crime 

that she did not want to commit, at the end of all this she simply shrugs and says that this was 

the choice she just happened to make. Does that not sound utterly ridiculous to everyone? 

While acting in a way that is totally against everything one believes would technically be 

possible if we had free will, it seems that no-one ever does do this, and we would find it very 

odd if someone did so. As Ayer says, she would be a lunatic!141 

Whilst libertarians such as O’Connor would surely admit that the politician could chose to 

make this decision, they would not expect that she would. As O’Connor admits, if he chooses 

to draw with his son rather than read Derrida, we can explain this by noting that he was not 

inclined to read Derrida, that he was so constituted at that time that he could not have wanted 

to read Derrida instead of drawing with his son.142 
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Under the libertarian model, whilst we are free to choose how we act, we are not free to 

choose how we wish to act, and how we wish to act is the only thing we would act upon. As 

Schopenhauer said, ‘Man can do what he wills, but he cannot will what he wills’.143 

Therefore, I argue, it is not our fault how we choose to act (if the libertarian position happens 

to be correct). 

 

§4.3. Higher Order Volitions 

This notion of not being able to will what we will leads nicely into a discussion of higher 

order volitions. Wanting to perform an action is a first order volition (e.g. I want to eat ice-

cream), and wanting to want something is a second order volition (e.g. not wanting to want to 

eat ice-cream). Like primary desires, secondary desires are not something that we chose to 

have. Both are also motivating factors: second order volitions can affect whether we choose 

to act upon our first order volitions. For instance, I want ice-cream, but I also do not want to 

get fat, so I might want to not want to eat the ice-cream. If someone has bad primary desires, 

and lacks opposing secondary desires (e.g. they want to steal something, and they do not have 

any desire to do the right thing), then they will surely act upon their primary desires, as there 

will be no conflict within them. If they did have a secondary desire to do the right thing, then 

this would create conflict within them, and things could go either way. 

Frankfurt uses the term ‘wanton’ to refer to a being with no higher volitions.144 Imagine 

two serial killers; the first one wishes that they did not have the urge to kill, thus they have a 

first order volition to kill and a second order volition to wish not to kill. The second killer is a 

‘wanton’; they have no opinion regarding their desire to kill: they are happy to remain like 

this, and they would be equally happy if they lost the thirst for murder. Frankfurt gives a 

similar example involving two drug addicts.145 He also points out that second order volitions 

do not have to be moral.146 
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Earlier I talked about our behaviour being effectively determined by our desires on 

balance. Well, this is the on balance that I was talking about. Someone might say that we 

often act other than how we wish (e.g. ‘I wanted to steal that cupcake, but I chose not to). In 

these cases, we have other conflicting volitions, which may or may not be higher order and 

these cause us to not want to act upon our primary volitions. If I wanted to not steal the 

cupcake more than I wanted the cupcake, then I have a stronger higher volition. However, 

higher volitions are not always stronger than lower ones, and the strength of these volitions is 

not something we choose nor control. 

 

§4.4. The Evil Pill 

Imagine a pill that made you want to commit evil deeds. It did not force you to do evil, it 

merely made you want to do evil and to not want to do good. Every time someone in the past 

has taken this pill, they have freely chosen to commit evil. So, would you freely take one? 

Moreover, if I were to put one in your drink without telling you, presumably you would not 

fell responsible for anything evil you did whilst under the influence of this pill. 

Many people would say that it is not in someone’s control whether or not they wish to do 

bad things, but is in someone’s control whether or not they choose to act upon those desires. 

If someone wishes to molest children that person could still choose not to molest children. If 

they were to molest several children and they say in their defence that they wanted to do so, 

we would not think this any sort of defence at all! So, we can imagine that this pill will not 

force you to molest children in a manner beyond your control; but it will make you want to 

molest children, and it will take away any fear of punishment for doing so. You will still have 

the option to not molest any children whilst under the effects of the pill, but is this going to be 

enough to make you not feel scared about what you are going to do to innocent children if 

you take it? If we are not to blame for our actions performed under the evil pill, then we are 

also not responsible for our actions performed without it. 
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§5. The Need to Be Truly Self-Determining 

Strawson says that what most people want in terms of freedom can be summed up in terms 

of self-determination: to say that we are truly responsible is to say that our actions are self-

determined.147 Strawson says that the exact meaning of ‘self-determination’ is ambiguous; a 

compatibilist might say that if one’s actions result from their decisions, choices, or 

deliberations then they might be said to be self-determining.148 Under this view, I would 

argue, one can be self-determined in their physical actions, without being self-determined in 

the decisions/choices. Strawson agrees.149 

Strawson says that there is another sense in which one can be self-determined, and that is 

if someone has truly determined the way in which they are such that they are truly 

responsible for being the way they are.150 This seems, to me, an impossibility for anyone. 

Strawson says that whilst this might seem impossible, at the same time it is clearly necessary 

in order to be truly morally responsible for your actions, and thus truly free.151 

However, I am not certain that even this would be enough to make someone truly 

responsible. We can imagine someone who could rewire their brain at will. They start out 

with conflicting primary and secondary volitions, and simply re-design their primary 

violations to match their secondary volitions. Whilst this person may seem responsible for the 

person they become, I would argue that their starting conditions were responsible for how 

they would choose to change themselves. Thus, this is still effectively deterministic. 

Next, we can imagine someone who starts out as a blank slate, and is free to choose 

everything about themselves. However, why would they choose to become one thing rather 

than another? As a blank slate, there is nothing about them that wants to be one way or 
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another. Either they are making random decisions, or there are particular decisions that all 

blank slates would make if they could. Thus, they are still not responsible. 
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Chapter III:  

Ethics 

 

§1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I explained why free will would not entail moral responsibility. 

But where does this leave ethics? 

My personal view, as a hedonistic utilitarian, is that right and wrong should properly be 

thought about in terms of what happens, not in terms of who is to praise or blame. This 

means that it does not matter if someone is to be praised or blamed. Some might regard this 

as a problem for utilitarianism, because it appears to conflict with our intuitions about justice. 

If no good will actually come from punishing a bad person, then it would be best not to 

punish them; they may genuinely be deserving of punishment, but if giving them their just 

desserts means less overall moral utility, then to hell with justice! I shall discuss the 

criticisms regarding utilitarianism and justice later. However, if we apply the idea that I 

detailed in the previous chapter, then there never is anyone whose just dessert need be 

ignored for the sake of moral utility; the problem disappears. 

Secondly, I think that once we stop seeing other people as deserving of punishment for 

their actions, we start to become more compassionate. This is because viewing someone as 

deserving of punishment makes us wish harm upon them. 

Finally, I shall be arguing that because people are not truly deserving of punishment, we 

should get rid of this concept from our legal/justice system. I still think that we need some 

way of dealing with those who will not at present behaviour safely and appropriately, and 

additionally, perhaps some sort of deterrent to discourage potential criminals. 

 

§2. Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism was originally developed by Jeremy Bentham. Since then, there have been 

many philosophers who have developed other versions of utilitarianism. I think that my 

arguments will apply to most forms of utilitarianism, but for concreteness I shall focus on 

Bentham’s original view, which I shall refer to as hedonistic utilitarianism. 
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Utilitarianism is a consequentialist theory, meaning that the consequences of an act tell us 

whether or not it should be performed.152 This is in contrast to deontological theories, which 

tell us which kinds of actions are acceptable, and which types are unacceptable. Specifically, 

utilitarianism holds that an action should be judged according to the utility of its 

consequences. 

Utility is that property of objects whereby they are of benefit or advantage to the party in 

consideration.153 This party might be the general public, or it might be a specific 

individual.154 Something is in an individual’s interest if it either adds to their utility or 

reduces their disutility, which Bentham says are effectively the same thing.155 

Part of Bentham’s system is the principle of utility, the principle that ‘approves or 

disapproves of every action, whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have 

to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question’.156 In other 

words, it has to do with the promotion of and the opposition to happiness.157 This affects 

every action whatsoever, not just those in people’s private lives, but also public 

governance.158 

Those actions which have the consequence of maximising utility should then be 

performed. This is why kicking puppies is bad, because puppies feel pain, which is an 

unpleasant sensation. Also, if you cause permanent damage to them, this will severely limit 

their mobility, which, in the long run, will reduce their happiness, and cause them 
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unhappiness. Bentham said that we are placed, by nature, ‘under the governance of two 

masters, pain and pleasure’.159 

Another important aspect of Bentham’s theory regards what should be done when the 

utility/disutility of multiple parties clashes. When we are placed in circumstances in which 

the happiness/unhappiness of one individual/group clashes with that of another, utilitarianism 

says that we should add up the happiness and unhappiness of all parties, and then act such 

that the most happiness is had, or such that the least unhappiness is had. Harwood would have 

us imagine a scale, with infinite dissatisfaction on the left, 0 where there is equal satisfaction 

and dissatisfaction, and infinite satisfaction on the right.160 Harwood says that utilitarianism 

would say that in all cases it would be best if we acted such that things go as far to the right 

of this scaled as possible.161 Harwood also says that because of this, utilitarians have 

historically been in favour of many things that the political left have backed (such as 

feeding/housing the poor, abolishing slavery).162 

 

§3. Utilitarianism and Justice 

I mentioned earlier the idea that utilitarianism does not care about justice. Harwood says 

that utilitarianism has been criticised for failing to acknowledge the intrinsic moral 

importance of retributive justice.163 Harwood gives the example of a scientist who is on the 

verge of discovering a cure for cancer, but who murders his wife; punishing him would 

severely delay the discovery of the cure and so utilitarianism would seem to imply that the 

scientist should not be punished.164 Another example he gives is where someone is murdered, 

and a mob are preparing to kill many members of another race, believing that this racial 
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group was responsible; so the sheriff frames and executes the town drunk, whom only he 

knows is innocent, thus preventing the mass murder of innocents.165 Harwood says that critics 

complain that in the first case the guilty scientist is not punished, in the second an innocent 

person is punished.166 

Harwood says that utilitarians often dismiss these sorts of examples, yet he thinks that they 

need addressing, that some of these issues with retributive justice are serious enough to refute 

utilitarianism.167 However, if we accept my thesis that no-one is ever deserving of praise or 

blame, then there never are such things as truly guilty people. In a sense then, utilitarians are 

right to handwave away these sorts of criticisms. On the other hand, it could be argued that 

this conclusion makes things even worse for utilitarianism: for every criminal case is like that 

of the sheriff and the mob, with the judge and jury having to decide whether to ‘execute’ the 

innocent ‘drunk’. I will admit this does seem quite threatening to utilitarianism! I suppose 

that we must simply accept that bad things sometimes happen – something that almost all 

moral theories would accept! – and try to minimise the extent to which they do. 

 

§4. Amending the Justice System 

Since I do not believe that people are ever morally responsible for their actions, I am 

thoroughly opposed to retributive justice, and I think the courts need to stop seeking 

retribution. I am, of cause, aware that if we stopped punishing people completely and 

abolished the justice system altogether there would be utter chaos, so I still think we need a 

way of dealing with problematic individuals. 

For this reason, I am in favour of preventative measures. These help to reduce the amount 

of suffering brought about. One sort of preventative measure is punishing people who have 

broken the rules. It seems fairly obvious that this works. Another sort of preventative measure 

is to engage with potential offenders before they offend, helping to reduce the number of 
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people who want to offend to begin with. For example, if drug addicts are leaving needles in 

public places, it might be useful to hand them clean needles in exchange for their used 

needles, thus significantly reducing the number of dirty needles in public places. I believe 

that this method is actually used. 

In other cases, a group might have particular grievances, and some of them might act 

harmfully to others because their grievances are not met. In some cases, it might be advisable 

to alleviate their grievances to some extent. The Catholic Church, for example, permitted 

prostitution in the Middle Ages because they were afraid that in its absence many men might 

resort to sexual assault as the only way to satisfy their desire. Finally, another form of 

prevention is distraction: we give potential criminals something else to do other than crime 

(e.g. teaching would-be car thieves to be mechanics, or simply handing jobs out to those 

unable to acquire employment). 

I think our justice system should work very hard to rehabilitate criminals. Firstly, we need 

to make sure that we shape them into individuals who are less likely to offend. Often, our 

prisons make little effort to do this. Furthermore, the environment in many prisons turns 

people into hardened criminals. By associating with other criminals, many first-time 

offenders become repeat offenders. We need to prevent this from happening. We also need to 

make sure that prisoners can put their lives back together once they leave prison, allowing 

them to become productive members of society. In many cases, there is very little that 

someone can do once they have been to prison, and this increases the chances of re-

offending. 
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Conclusion 

 

Regarding how actions come about, there appear to be three possibilities: 1) everything is 

determined by outside forces, thus we are not free; 2) actions are ultimately random, thus we 

are not free; or 3) agents bring about their actions through agent causation, in which case 

psychological determinism still effectively controls their actions. In all three cases, agents do 

not seem to be morally responsible for their actions. 

In chapter three I argued for changing the justice system to remove retributive justice, 

suggesting that instead it should focus on prevention and rehabilitation. I also argued that we 

are kinder when we do not assign blame unto others. As such, I do not think that my 

conclusion regarding moral responsibility is merely something that should be of interest to 

philosophers; I think that this is of importance both to legislators and to the general public as 

a whole. I certainly do not think of this as an idea that we élites should keep to ourselves (as 

has been argued about utilitarianism168). I think this is very much a message that the world 

needs to hear. 

Finally, I will add that I am not personally one hundred percent convinced that I am 

correct. Like most people, I still very much feel emotionally that myself and others are 

deserving of praise or blame for our actions, and that just dessert are very real. Additionally, 

whilst I think that the arguments in favour of mechanism and hard determinism are very good 

and the arguments for free will are quite poor, I still feel, psychologically, like I possess 

libertarian free will. I think that this is why I still feel that moral responsibility is real. 

 

 

 

168 Makoto, ‘Is Act Utilitarianism Self-Effacing?’, 49. 
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