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Robert Kane

Robert Kane’s Libertarianism

Robert Kane is the acknowledged dean of the libertarian 
philosophers actively writing on the free will problem. In the first 
half of the  twentieth century, many Anglo-American philosophers 
had largely dismissed libertarian free will as a “pseudo-problem.” 

In addition, when Kane began work in the 1960’s, most 
philosophers and scientists thought free will was compatible with 
determinism, or perhaps impossible because of determinism. 

Kane developed the Aristotelian view that even if most of our 
actions are determined entirely by our character, these actions 
can be free if we at times in the past freely created our own 
character (and if we remain free to change it) with what he calls 
“Self-Forming Actions” (SFAs). 

Kane’s model for free will is designed to provide an agent with 
what he calls Ultimate Responsibility (UR), based on his idea of 
the Self-Forming Action.

Kane’s importance in the history of the free will problem is 
fourfold. First, his event-causal free will model has in recent 
years been the libertarian model most often discussed, and the 
one against which other models are compared. Second, his prolific 
writing has produced several important books on free will and 
ethics. His editing  has given us a free will anthology and the mas-
sive Oxford Handbook of Free Will. Thirdly, he has mentored many 
of the current participants in the free will debates.

But for me, the fourth reason that Kane is critically important 
is because he is one of the very few thinkers  to find a place for 
quantum indeterminacy in a free-will model. Most all other 
thinkers can see no way that quantum events can make a coherent 
and intelligible contribution to human freedom.  Kane continues 
to look for ways that quantum randomness contributes. Today he 
does not look to individual quantum events affecting individual 
decisions, but the general quantum and thermal noise in the brain 
as providing the  needed indeterminacy at all times.
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I want to look closely in this chapter at Kane’s work over the 
years, to see how his idea of Self-Forming Action (SFAs) and Ulti-
mate Responsibility (UR) has evolved and how I believe that SFAs 
can now be integrated into my two-stage model of free will. 

Kane has always maintained that two-stage models of the kind 
proposed by Karl Popper and Daniel Dennett were an impor-
tant “part of the puzzle” of free will. For me, two-stage models are 
the central element. In my view, Kane’s Self-Forming Actions add 
another“free” element to human decisions, and I will try below to 
show how I understand the way in which they are involved in the 
formation of one’s character. 

As we shall see, Kane regards my two-stage Cogito model of 
free will as “determined,” because once the last of the alternative 
possibilities is generated, the agent’s choice is, and Kane and I 
agree on this, adequately determined, by the agent’s character 
and values, beliefs and desires, etc. See Chapter 13 for details on 
my Cogito model, especially Figure 13-6.

Kane now agrees that decisions in my model are not pre-
determined by the laws of nature or the fixed past before delib-
erations begin.  So, looking at the overall decision process, which 
involves some time between the starting circumstances and the 
final action resulting from a decision, Kane and I agree that my 
two-stage model is as free from the many forms of determinism 
as any model of libertarian free will needs to be.

And I argue that my two-stage decisions are as good a candi-
date for assigning responsibility as Kane’s Ultimate Responsibility 
(UR), which he traces back in time to the remote past when one of 
his free Self-Forming Actions added to an agent’s character.

To be sure, many of our decisions that are not adequately 
determined by character and value, by motives and reasons, may 
well be decided indeterministically. These are related to decisions 
that the ancients described as the “liberty of indifference” (liberum 
arbitrium indifferentiae). But Kane’s SFAs are not “arbitrary” in the 
sense that there are no good reasons to choose. Unlike the liberty 
of indifference, there are equally good and important reasons on 
both (or all) sides. I call them undetermined liberties.
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Robert Kane’s Libertarianism

In a Self-Forming Action, an agent chooses between two (or 
more) equally justifiable actions, each with excellent reasons, so 
that the agent can take responsibility for either choice.

In this kind of choice, Kane has cleverly defeated the common 
objection made against indeterministic libertarian free will, that 
if chance is involved, the agent has no control and thus cannot 
be responsible for the action. I agree that Kane’s agent can claim 
ultimate responsibility either way in an SFA, and the reduction in 
control is more than offset by the gain in freedom, as we shall see. 

In his book Libertarian Accounts of Free Will, Randolph 
Clarke criticized Kane’s ultimacy as 

“wholly negative: it is just a matter of the absence of any deter-
mining cause of a directly free action. The active control that is 
exercised on such a view is just the same as that exercised on an 
event-causal compatibilist account.” 1 

Clarke says that Kane’s model provides no more control than 
the compatibilist view, that is to say, no control at all. This is 
wrong. The agent has control over which actions are considered 
in an SFA. 

Kane’s Libertarian Free Will Model
Perhaps Kane’s most original contribution to the free-will 

debates are his examples of decisions that are indeterministic, but 
for which the agent can properly claim moral responsibility. 

Chance as the direct cause of an action compromises agent con-
trol and therefore any responsibility. But in the case of what Kane 
calls a “torn decision,” the agent may have excellent reasons for 
choosing “either way.” In such a case, the agent can choose inde-
terministically, yet properly take responsibility for either option. 
Kane calls this “dual (or plural) rational control.”

In the normal case of self-determination in the two-stage 
model, the second (“will”) stage arrives at the best choice based 
on the complex set of the agent’s character and values, reasons and 
motives, feelings and desires. 

1	 Clarke (2003) p. 220.
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But there are times when the two-stage model does not nar-
row down the alternatives to a single choice. In such cases, and 
especially where the decisions are “torn” and involve moral or 
prudential considerations, Kane says that in these cases the agent 
must exert an effort to make a decision, indeed must make dual or 
plural efforts in defense of  each option.

The role of indeterminacy is to reduce the likelihood of some 
options, making them fail, but for the option that does succeed, it 
is not the indeterminism that deserves credit as the cause of suc-
cess, but the efforts of the agent.

This type of torn decision is made in the Self-Forming Actions 
(SFAs) that form the basis for an agent’s “ultimate responsibility” 
(UR). By ultimate responsibility Kane means that the sources or 
origins of our actions lie “in us” rather than in something else 
(such as decrees of fate, foreordained acts of God, or antecedent 
causes and laws of nature) which are outside us and beyond our 
control.

Aristotle and Epicurus said that decisions “in us” or that 
“depend on us” are a tertium quid, or third thing, that is neither 
chance nor necessity. 

Kane at first argued that having alternative possibilities for ac-
tion (he calls them AP) is not enough to establish free will. It is 
ultimate responsibility (UR), he says, that is required for free will. 
Ultimate responsibility requires that some of our actions are self-
forming actions (SFAs). In turn, our self-forming actions require 
plural rational control in our decisions. And it is the plural ratio-
nal control that requires alternative possibilities (AP).

Much of Kane’s work has been to establish the role of quantum 
indeterminacy in making at least some of our actions undeter-
mined. Let’s look at Kane’s major works over the past four decades 
to understand the development of his free will model.

Free Will and Values
In his 1985 book Free Will and Values, Kane considered the 

two-stage models of Karl Popper (as described by Popper in 
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his 1965 Arthur Holly Compton memorial lecture, “Of Clouds 
and Clocks”), and Daniel Dennett (as presented in Dennett’s 
1978 book Brainstorms, especially the chapter, “On Giving Liber-
tarians What They Say They Want”).

To produce quantum indeterminacy, Kane initially proposed 
an ambitious amplifier model for a quantum randomizer in the 
brain - a spinning wheel of fortune with probability bubbles 
corresponding to alternative possibilities, in the massive switch 
amplifier (MSA) tradition of Compton.

Kane imagines a specific mechanism for incorporating the 
indeterminacy. This work is squarely in the tradition of several 
other brain mechanisms proposed to underlie freedom of the will 
(these all are described in detail on the I-Phi website).2

       • James Clerk Maxwell’s “Singularities” (1856)
       • Arthur Stanley Eddington’s “Free Electrons” (1928)
       • Arthur Holly Compton’s Photocell Amplifier (1931)
        • John Eccles’ “Critically Poised Neurons” (1953)
        • A. O. Gomes’ Quantum Composer (1964)
Kane says:

“What I would like to do then, is to show how an MSA [mas-
sive switch amplifier] model, using Eccles’ notion of critically 
poised neurons as a working hypothesis, might be adapted to 
the theory of practical, moral and prudential decision making.

“Keeping these points in mind, let us now suppose that there 
are neurons in the brain “critically poised” in Eccles’ sense, 
whose probability of firing within a small interval of time is .5. 
(We shall tamper with this simplifying assumption in a mo-
ment.) For every n such neurons, there are 2n possible ordered 
combinations of firings and non-firings, which may be repre-
sented by sequences, such as (101... ), (01101... ), where the “1” 
‘s indicate firings, the “0” ‘s non-firings, and the dots indicate 
that the sequences are continued with “0” ‘s up to n figures. A 
reasonably small number of such neurons, say a dozen, would 
yield ordered combinations, in the thousands, enough for the 

2	 informationphilosopher.com/freedom/mechanisms.html

Robert Kane’s Libertarianism
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purposes of the theory. As indicated in 8.4, the 
exact number of possible alternatives or parti-
tionings does not matter so long as it is large; it 
would likely depend on the exigencies of neuro-
logical programming rather than the demands of 
the theory.

“For practical choice, these ordered combinations 
of firings and non-firings of critically poised neu-
rons would correspond to places on a spinning 
wheel, most of which would give rise to chance 
selected considerations, opening doors to consciousness of pos-
sibly relevant memories, triggering associations of ideas and/or 
images, focussing attention in various ways, etc. Some combi-
nations of firings and non-firings might draw a blank. But the 
wheel would keep spinning until it hit something worth consid-
ering, so long as the practical reasoner or creative thinker were 
in a receptive, yet reflective, state of mind. Then the relevance of 
the consideration to deliberation would have to be assessed and 
the consideration either accepted or rejected.” 3

Kane introduces his mechanism as a probability bubble.
“One might think of this as a picture of an air bubble in a glass 
tube filled with a liquid, with the lines A and B marked on the 
outside of the glass as on an ordinary carpenter’s level. But this 
description is merely an aid to the imagination. We are going to 
give the bubble some extraordinary properties. The bubble may 
represent either the desire to choose to act from duty (out of 
equal respect) or the effort made to realize this desire in choice. 
The respective desire and effort are conceptually related because 
the desire is defined as the disposition to make the effort; and 
the intensity of the desire is measured by the intensity of the 
effort. The lines A and B in the figure represent choice thresh-
olds. If the bubble passes above the line A, the choice is made to 
act from duty; if it passes below B, the choice is made to act on 
self interested motives. When the bubble is between the lines, 
as in the figure, no choice has yet been made. A downward pull 
of gravity in the figure may be thought to represent the natural 
pull of one’s self interested motives, which must be counteracted 
by an effort to resist temptation.”

3	 Kane (1985) p. 169
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Kane’s example of SFAs involves moral choices between a 
Kantian deontological duty and motives of self interest.

“There is an ambiguity, essential to our problem, about what 
it means to say that the bubble “passes above” the line A, or 
“below” the line B. If the bubble passes above A, or below B, 
then the choice is made to act from duty, or from self interest, 
respectively. 

“To complicate matters further, we want to as-
sume that the bubble or probability space does 
not have an exact position vis a vis the thresh-
olds at any given time and that this inexact-
ness of position is also due to the undeter-
mined movement of the point particle in the 
regions. There are a number of ways to repre-
sent this in the diagram, but the simplest way 
is the following. Imagine, as in the following 
figure, that the choice thresholds A and B have 
indeterminate position so that they can be anywhere between 
(or on) the extremes A’-A” and B’-B” respectively:

“The distances between any two possible threshold positions 
for A (or any two for B) are equal and each possible thresh-
old position corresponds to a region in the bubble such that, if 
the point particle is in that region, the threshold is at the corre-
sponding position. But adjacent regions in the bubble need not 
correspond to adjacent positions of the thresholds and higher 
or lower regions of the bubble need not correspond to higher 
and lower threshold positions respectively.

“What all this means is that the intensity of the effort to over-
come temptation at any given time, which is measure of the in-
tensity of the desire to act from duty (represented by the posi-
tion of the bubble vis a vis the thresholds and the position of 
the point particle within the bubble) is indeterminate. And, as 
a consequence, the outcome of the choice situation at a given 
time is undetermined and unpredictable as long as the bubble is 
not wholly above A’ or wholly below B”. 4

4	 Kane (1985) pp. 144-146.

Robert Kane’s Libertarianism
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To summarize his 1985 book, Free Will and Values, Kane 
described two-stage models as a “significant piece in the overall 
puzzle of a libertarian freedom.” 5 But he thought them limited 
to practical decision making, and not suitable for moral decision 
making, which require his dual rational control and chance in the 
decision itself to provide “ultimate responsibility” (UR).

Given the random alternative possibilities in the first stage of 
the model, Kane thought that an agent would be determined in 
the second stage to choose the best available option.

 But I have pointed out to Kane, and he agrees, that the agent 
would not be pre-determined, even from moments just before 
deliberations began. As John Locke noted, the will itself can be 
determined, it need not itself be free in the sense of random. It is 
the man that is free, not the will, said Locke. 6

Kane’s model is also “restrictive,” a term coined by John Martin 
Fischer to describe Peter van Inwagen’s claim that only a tiny 
fraction of our decisions and actions can properly be called free 
actions. For van Inwagen, it is those which have closely balanced 
alternatives (the ancient problem of the liberty of indifference). 

Kane disagreed with  van Inwagen on the frequency of free 
decisions. For Kane, they are not rare but quite common. They 
include not only the “torn” moral and prudential decisions but 
many everyday practical decisions.  

In this early work, Kane was not completely satisfied with his 
solution. He explained that the main reason for failure is

“locating the master switch and the mechanism of amplifica-
tion...We do not know if something similar goes on in the brains 
of cortically developed creatures like ourselves, but I suspect it 
must if libertarian theories are to succeed.” 7

We shall see that in later work, Kane sees the source of indeter-
minism as the general noise that is ever-present in the brain, as in 
any information processing system.

5	 ibid., p. 104.
6	 Locke (1959) p. 323.
7	 Kane (1985) p. 168.
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Doing Otherwise in the Same Circumstances
Kane claims he needs quantum indeterminacy because the 

major criticism of all libertarian models is how they explain the 
power to choose or do otherwise in “exactly the same conditions.” 
He calls this “dual rational (or voluntary) self-control.” Given that 
A was the rational choice, how can one defend doing B under 
exactly the same circumstances?” 8 Kane himself was concerned 
that such a “dual power” could be seen as arbitrary, capricious, 
and irrational. Critics of Kane’s theory, Randolph Clarke and 
Richard Double, for example, focus on this concern.

Apart from the fact that information-rich systems with a his-
tory are never in the exact same conditions, and ignoring the fact 
that random alternative possibilities are unlikely to repeat, an 
adequately determined will would indeed very likely make the 
same choice, for the same reasons, from the same set of alternative 
possibilities. It might even exercise its irrational prerogative! We 
humans are unpredictable, which makes us occasionally capri-
cious and arbitrary. While this is possible, and amounts to a kind 
of freedom, Kane wants the freedom without the irrationality.

The Significance of Free Will
In his 1995 book The Significance of Free Will, Kane again in-

vokes quantum events in the brain at the moment of decision:
“We now turn to the second part of an answer to the question 
of how prior reasons or motives can explain the effort to resist 
temptation without also explaining the choice that terminates 
the effort. We must now look at this “effort of will” (to resist 
moral or prudential temptation) that intervenes between prior 
reasons or motives, on the one hand, and the resulting choice, 
on the other.

     “T24 (on FW): Let its suppose that the effort of will (to resist 
temptation) in moral and prudential choice situations of T22 
and T23 is (an) indeterminate (event or process), thereby mak-
ing the choice that terminates it undetermined. 

8	  Kane (1985) p. 59.

Robert Kane’s Libertarianism
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“Consider a quantum analogue. Imagine an isolated particle, 
such as an electron, moving toward a thin atomic barrier. 
Whether or not the particle will penetrate the barrier is unde-
termined. There is a probability that it will penetrate, but not 
a certainty, because its position and momentum are not both 
determinate as it moves toward the barrier. Imagine that the 
choice (to overcome temptation) is like the penetration event. 
The choice one way or the other is undetermined because the 
process preceding it and potentially terminating in it (i.e., the 
effort of will to overcome temptation) is indeterminate.” 9

Kane’s approach here was similar to Arthur Stanley Eddington’s 
in 1928 - making an analogy between human freedom and “free” 
electrons. Kane did not think that was enough and then added 
chaos to amplify the microscopic quantum indeterminacy up to 
the macroscopic neurons. 

“But this quantum analogy is merely that — an analogy. Our ef-
forts of will most likely correspond to complex processes in our 
brains that are macro processes involving many neuron firings 
and connections. Since we know that the effects of quantum 
level fluctuations are usually negligible at the macro level, how 
can these efforts be indeterminate? One way to begin thinking 
about this issue is to imagine that the neural processes occur-
ring when the efforts are being made are chaotic processes, in 
the sense of what is nowadays called “chaos theory.” In chaotic 
systems, very minute changes in initial conditions grow expo-
nentially into large differences in final outcome, a phenomenon 
called “sensitivity to initial conditions.” 

“But chaotic behavior, though unpredictable, is not necessarily 
indeterministic. In fact, chaos theory has shown that one can 
have determinism without predictability. Yet chaos theory may 
nonetheless be significant for discussions of human freedom, if 
quantum indeterminacy is also brought into the picture.” 10

Kane described the tension during “torn” decisions as stirring 
up deterministic chaos. He makes the deterministic chaos sensi-
tive to quantum indeterminacy at the neuronal level (in a way re-
sembling John Eccles’ ideas about “critically poised neurons.”).

9	 Kane (1995) p. 128.
10	 Kane (1995) p. 129.
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        “T25 (on FW): Imagine that the indeterminate efforts of 
will of T24 are complex chaotic processes in the brain, involving 
neural networks that are globally sensitive to quantum indeter-
minacies at the neuronal level. Persons experience these com-
plex processes phenomenologically as “efforts of will” they are 
making to resist temptation in moral and prudential situations. 
The efforts are provoked by the competing motives and con-
flicts within the wills of the persons described in T22 and T23. 
These conflicts create tensions that are reflected in appropriate 
regions of the brain by movement further from thermodynamic 
equilibrium, which increases the sensitivity to micro indeter-
minacies at the neuronal level and magnifies the indetermina-
cies throughout the complex macro process which, taken as a 
whole, is the agent’s effort of will.

        “T26 (on FW): In effect, conflicts of will of the kinds de-
scribed in T22 and 23 stir up chaos in the brain and make the 
agents’ thought processes more sensitive to undetermined influ-
ences. The result is that, in soul-searching moments moral and 
prudential struggle, when agents are torn between conflicting 
visions of what they should become (that is, on the occasions 
of self-forming willings, or SFWs), the outcomes are influenced 
by, but not determined by, past motives and character. The 
uncertainty and inner tension that agents feel at such moments 
are reflected in the indeterminacy of their neural processes.” 11

A Contemporary Introduction to Free Will
In 2005, Kane wrote a perceptive analysis of a two-stage solu-

tion for free will like our Cogito mind model and the suggestions 
of Arthur Holly Compton, Karl Popper, Daniel Dennett, 
and Alfred Mele.

“The final libertarian theory I want to consider in this chap-
ter takes a very different approach to explaining libertar-
ian free choices. This view rejects both simple indetermin-
ism and agent-causation. Instead it focuses on the process of 
deliberation. When we deliberate, for example, about where to 
vacation or which law firm to join, many different thoughts, 

11	 Kane (1995) p. 130.

Robert Kane’s Libertarianism
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images, feelings, memories, imagined scenarios, and other con-
siderations pass through our minds. Deliberation can be quite a 
complex process. When Mike thinks about Hawaii, he pictures 
himself surfing, walking on sunny beaches, eating in his favorite 
Hawaiian restaurants; and these various thoughts incline him 
to choose Hawaii. But he also thinks about skiing, sitting by a 
fireplace after a long day on the slopes, and visiting with friends 
he knows in Colorado; and he leans toward Colorado. Back 
and forth he goes, until after a period of time considerations on 
one side outweigh the others and he finally chooses one option. 
(Unless, of course he is one of those indecisive types who finds 
it hard to make up his mind.)” 12

Note that in Kane’s first stage he describes our free thoughts as  
‘coming to mind,’ like William James’ “present themselves.”

“In the course of such deliberations — which may sometimes 
take hours or days and may be interrupted by daily activities 
— new thoughts, memories or images can often come to mind 
that influence our deliberations. Mike may suddenly remember 
a lively nightclub he visited in Honolulu when he was last there 
— great music, great girls — and the idea of going back to this 
place gives him an added reason to favor Hawaii, a reason that 
hadn’t previously entered his deliberation. Other images that 
flit through his mind may turn him against Hawaii. Imagining 
himself out on the beach all day, suddenly he remembers his 
doctor’s warning about not getting too much sun if he wants to 
avoid skin cancer.

“Now one could imagine that some of these various thoughts, 
memories, and imagined scenarios that come to mind during 
our deliberations are undetermined and arise by chance and 
that some of these ‘chance selected considerations’ might make 
a difference in how we decide. If this were to happen in Mike’s 
case, the course of his deliberation, hence his choice, would be 
undetermined and unpredictable. A Laplacian demon could not 
know in advance which way Mike would go, even if the demon 
knew all the facts about the universe prior to Mike’s deliberation, 
for these facts would not determine the outcome.” 13

12	 Kane (2005) p. 64.
13	 Kane (2005) p. 64.
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In Kane’s second stage, choices result from rational evaluations 
of the alternative possibilities that have come in part by chance

“Yet Mike would still have control over his choice in a certain 
sense. He could not control all the thoughts and imagined sce-
narios that come to mind by chance. But he would be in con-
trol of how he reacted to those thoughts and imaginings once 
they did occur. And his choice of Hawaii in the end would be 
perfectly rational, not arbitrary, if the weight of all the consider-
ations that did come to mind (some of them by chance) weighed 
in favor of Hawaii. In this way, choices could thus be controlled 
and rational even though indeterminism was involved in the 
deliberations leading up to them.” 14

Kane calls this “causal indeterminism” or “event-causal liber-
tarianism.” It is, like my Cogito, a two-stage model, first “free” 
thoughts, then “willed” actions. But, like Daniel Dennett and 
Alfred Mele, Kane did not at that time endorse this view.

“A view of this kind is called causal indeterminism or event–
causal libertarianism, for it allows that our thoughts, images, 
memories, beliefs, desires, and other reasons may be causes of 
our choices or actions without necessarily determining choices 
and actions; and yet this view does not postulate any extra kind 
of agent-causation either. Two philosophers who have suggest-
ed causal indeterminist views of this kind (without endorsing 
them), Daniel Dennett and Alfred Mele, argue that a view of 
this kind would give libertarians at least some of the important 
things they demand about free will. Such a view, for example, 
provides for an “open future,” such as we think we have when we 
exercise free will. We would not have to think that our choices 
and the future direction of our lives had somehow been decided 
long before we were born. Nor would it be possible for behav-
ioral engineers to completely control our behavior as in Walden 
Two or for Laplacian demons to know what we were going to 
do, if chance considerations might enter our deliberations.” 15

It is unfortunate that Kane did not accept Dennett’s 1978 ideas 
for “giving libertarians what they want.” 16 He might have recon-
ciled many libertarians and compatibilists. 

14	 Kane (2005) pp. 64-5.
15	 Kane (2005) p. 65.
16	 See Chapter 27, What If - Kane had accepted Dennett’s ideas?

Robert Kane’s Libertarianism
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Instead, Kane focused on the  “something more” - indeterminism 
in the decision itself - so that our actions are not determined by 
our prior deliberations and alternative possibilities, however 
much these are our own creations, and our own reasons.

“Yet, as Dennett and Mele also admit, a causal indeterminist 
view of this deliberative kind does not give us everything lib-
ertarians have wanted from free will. For Mike does not have 
complete control over what chance images and other thoughts 
enter his mind or influence his deliberation. They simply come 
as they please. Mike does have some control after the chance 
considerations have occurred.” 17

The evaluation of alternative possibilities is of course only 
adequately determined, but this is real control, and Kane was 
still concerned that control in the second stage implied an unac-
ceptable determinism.

“But then there is no more chance involved. What happens 
from then on, how he reacts, is determined by desires and beliefs 
he already has. So it appears that he does not have control in 
the libertarian sense of what happens after the chance consider-
ations occur as well. Libertarians require more than this for full 
responsibility and free will. What they would need for free will 
is for the agent to be able to control which of the chance events 
occur rather than merely reacting to them in a determined way 
once they have occurred.

“Yet, as Mele points out, while this causal indeterminist view 
does not give us all the control and responsibility that libertar-
ians have wanted, it does give us many of the things they crave 
about free will (an open future, a break in the causal order, etc.). 
And it is clearly a possible view. Perhaps it could be further 
developed to give us more; or perhaps this is as much as liber-
tarians can hope for.” 18

Kane seems to want his freedom both ways. He wants the agent 
to “control which of the chance events occur” and he also wants 
chance to be involved at the later decision stage to prevent its be-

17	 Kane (2005) p. 65.
18	 Kane (2005) p. 65.
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ing controlled by the agent or “determined by desires and beliefs 
he already has.”

In my two-stage Cogito model, the main place for chance is in 
the first stage, where alternative possibilities are generated. And 
control is only needed in the second stage, where decisions and 
choices are adequately determined by the agent’s character and 
values, beliefs and desires.

Kane gets his “something more” by adding indeterminism to 
“torn” decisions, to produce what he calls “dual (or plural) rational 
control” over our actions, allowing us to choose different options, 
while still taking responsibility for the indeterministic choice.

“When we wonder about whether agents have freedom of will 
(rather than merely freedom of action), what interests us is not 
merely whether they could have done otherwise, even if the 
doing otherwise is undetermined, but whether they could have 
done otherwise voluntarily (or willingly), intentionally, and 
rationally. Or, more generally, we are interested in whether they 
could have acted in more than one way voluntarily, intention-
ally, and rationally, rather than only in one way voluntarily, and 
so on, and in other ways merely by accident or mistake, unin-
tentionally or irrationally. 19    

Kane appreciates that our thoughts “come to us” unbidden, we 
cannot control them, at least sometimes. We do have control, in 
the second stage, which insures that our actions “come from us.” 
Our willed actions “depend on us,” as Aristotle required.

Kane offers an illustrated version of the standard argument 
against free will. He describes the usual determinism and random-
ness objections (the two horns of the Libertarian Dilemma) as the 
ascent and descent of what he calls “Incompatibilism Mountain.” 20

The ascent problem is to show free will is incompatible with de-
terminism. The descent problem is to show that free will is compat-
ible with indeterminism. In earlier works Kane described ascent 
as “the compatibility question” and descent as “the intelligibility 
problem.”

19	 Kane (2005) p. 128.
20	 See the discussion of Incompatibilist Mountain in Chapter 4, p. 44.
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This is similar to what I do in a critical analysis of the standard 
argument against free will, in my two-stage model for free will, 
and in the two-fold requirements for free will.

Free will is incompatible with strict causal determinism, 
but it actually requires an adequate determinism for moral 
responsibility. And free will is compatible with an indetermin-
ism that generates alternative possibilities without making 
chance the direct cause of actions. Finally, I agree that indeter-
minism can play a positive role in Kane’s “torn” decisions.

Four Views on Free Will
In a recent work (Four Views on Free Will, 2007), Kane defends 

his libertarian free-will model and again suggests that his Self-
Forming Actions might involve a tension and uncertainty in our 
minds that stirs up a deterministic “chaos” which is sensitive to 
micro-indeterminacies at the neuronal level.

“All free acts do not have to be undetermined on the libertar-
ian view, but only those acts by which we made ourselves into 
the kinds of persons we are, namely the “will-setting” or “self-
forming actions” (SFAs) that are required for ultimate respon-
sibility.” 21

“Now I believe these undetermined self-forming actions or SFAs 
occur at those difficult times of life when we are torn between 
competing visions of what we should do or become. Perhaps we 
are torn between doing the moral thing or acting from ambi-
tion, or between powerful present desires and long-term goals, 
or we are faced with difficult tasks for which we have aversions.”

Note that SFAs are similar in some respects to cases of the 
classical “liberty of indifference,” where the choice can go either 
way. I call these undetermined liberties.

“In all such cases, we are faced with competing motivations and 
have to make an effort to overcome temptation to do something 
else we also strongly want. There is tension and uncertainty 

21	 Kane (2007) p. 26.
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in our minds about what to do at such times, I suggest, that 
is reflected in appropriate regions of our brains by movement 
away from thermodynamic equilibrium — in short, a kind 
of ‘stirring up of chaos’ in the brain that makes it sensitive to 
micro-indeterminacies at the neuronal level. The uncertainty 
and inner tension we feel at such soul-searching moments of 
self-formation is thus reflected in the indeterminacy of our 
neural processes themselves. What we experience internally 
as uncertainty about what to do on such occasions would then 
correspond physically to the opening of a window of oppor-
tunity that temporarily screens off complete determination by 
influences of the past.” 22

“When we do decide under such conditions of uncertainty, the 
outcome would not be determined because of the preceding 
indeterminacy — and yet the outcome can be willed (and hence 
rational and voluntary) either way owing to the fact that in such 
self-formation, the agents’ prior wills are divided by conflicting 
motives.” 23

 “Now let us add a further piece to the puzzle. Just as indeter-
minism need not undermine rationality and voluntariness of 
choices, so indeterminism in and of itself need not undermine 
control and responsibility. Suppose you are trying to think 
through a difficult problem, say a mathematical problem, and 
there is some indeterminacy in your neural processes compli-
cating the task — a kind of chaotic background.” 24

Henri Poincaré said chance led to alternative possibilities 
for the solutions of mathematical problems..

 “It would be like trying to concentrate and solve a problem, say 
a mathematical problem, with background noise or distraction. 
Whether you are going to succeed in solving the problem is 
uncertain and undetermined because of the distracting neural 
noise. Yet, if you concentrate and solve the problem nonethe-
less, we have reason to say you did it and are responsible for it, 
even though it was undetermined whether you would succeed. 
The indeterministic noise would have been an obstacle that you 
overcame by your effort.” 25

22	 ibid.
23	 Kane (2007) p. 26.
24	 ibid. p. 27.
25	 ibid. 
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Kane says that the indeterminism arising from a tension-
creating conflict in the will

“would be reflected in appropriate regions of the brain by 
movement away from thermodynamic equilibrium. The result 
would be a stirring up of chaos in the neural networks involved. 
Chaos in physical systems is a phenomenon in which very small 
changes in initial conditions are magnified so that they lead to 
large and unpredictable changes in the subsequent behavior of 
a system.” 26

“Now determinists are quick to point out that chaos, or chaotic 
behavior, in physical systems, though unpredictable, is usually 
deterministic and does not itself imply genuine indeterminism 
in nature. But some scientists have suggested that a combina-
tion of chaos and quantum physics might provide the genuine 
indeterminism one needs. If the processing of the brain does 
‘make chaos in order to make sense of the world’ (as one recent 
research paper puts it), then the resulting chaos might magnify 
quantum indeterminacies in the firings of individual neurons 
so that they would have large-scale indeterministic effects on 
the activity of neural networks in the brain as a whole. If cha-
otic behavior were thus enhanced in these neural networks by 
tension-creating conflict in the will, the result would be some 
significant indeterminism in the cognitive processing of each of 
the competing neural networks.” 27  

    “’indeterminism’ is a technical term that merely rules out 
deterministic causation, though not causation altogether. Inde-
terminism is consistent with nondeterministic or probabilistic 
causation, where the outcome is not inevitable. It is therefore 
a mistake (in fact, one of the most common in debates about 
free will) to assume that ‘undetermined’ means ‘uncaused’ or 
‘merely a matter of chance.”’ 28

I agree with Kane that something that is probabilistically caused  
is still caused, but it is not a mistake to say that is a ‘matter of 
chance.” It is an undetermined liberty.

26	 ibid. 
27	 Kane (2007) p. 28.
28	 ibid.  p. 31.
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Kane wants to reconcile the role of chance in his Self-Forming 
Actions, by emphasizing the fact is that it is not mere chance that 
gets credit for the final choice between alternative possibilities.

    “If indeterminism is involved in a process so that its out-
come is undetermined, one might argue that the outcome must 
merely happen and therefore cannot be somebody’s choice. But 
there is no reason to assume such a claim is true. A choice is 
the formation of an intention or purpose to do something. It 
resolves uncertainty and indecision in the mind about what 
to do. Nothing in such a description implies that there could 
not be some indeterminism in the deliberation and neural 
processes of an agent preceding choice corresponding to the 
agent’s prior uncertainty about what to do. Recall from the pre-
ceding arguments that the presence of indeterminism does not 
mean the outcome happened merely by chance and not by the 
agent’s effort. Self-forming choices are undetermined, but not 
uncaused. They are caused by the agent’s efforts.” 29

“In a similar fashion, the idea is not to think of the indetermin-
ism involved in free choices as a cause acting on its own, but as 
an ingredient in a larger goal-directed or teleological process or 
activity.” 30

“What we need when we perform purposive activities, mental 
or physical, is rather macro-control of processes involving many 
neurons — complex processes that may succeed in achieving 
their goals despite the interfering effects of some recalcitrant 
neurons. We don’t micro-manage our actions by controlling 
each individual neuron or muscle that might be involved. 
We don’t know enough about neurology or physiology to do 
that; and it would be counterproductive to try. But that does 
not prevent us from macro-managing our purposive activities 
(whether they be mental activities such as practical reasoning, 
or physical activities, such as arm-swingings) and being respon-
sible when those purposive activities attain their goals.

“In summary, I think the key to understanding the role of 
chance in free will is not to think of chance as a causal factor by 

29	 Kane (2007) p. 33..
30	 ibid. p. 35.
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itself, but rather to think of chance as an interfering ingredient 
in larger goal-directed processes. Viewing chance in this way is 
related to a peculiarly modern scientific way of understanding 
human agency that also his its roots in the ancient view of Aris-
totle. Agents, according to this modern conception with ancient 
roots, are to be conceived as information-responsive complex 
dynamical systems.” 31

Here Kane insightfully suggests that information theory may 
help understanding the problem of will. He proposes that indeter-
minism is a limited ingredient in the teleological process of will. 
But it should not be seen as the main “cause” of a decision. That 
causal credit goes to the agent’s efforts on behalf of each of the 
possible choices. 

“We should concede that indeterminism, wherever it occurs, 
does diminish control over what we are trying to do and is a 
hindrance or obstacle to the realization of our purposes.” 32

But all the options are hindered by the introduction of indeter-
minism, so the agent’s efforts to make them all succeed will be  af-
fected slightly differently by indeterminism. Some will fail, partly 
as a result of chance, but the one that succeeds should not be cred-
ited to mere chance, but rather to the effort of the agent. 

Kane addresses the implications of adding chance “centered” 
in the decision itself, which threatens to make chance the direct 
cause of our actions.

“Let me conclude with one final objection to the account of free 
will presented here, which is perhaps the most telling and has 
not yet been discussed. Even if one granted that persons, such 
as the businesswoman, could make genuine self-forming choic-
es that were undetermined, isn’t there something to the charge 
that such choices would be arbitrary? A residual arbitrariness 
seems to remain in all self-forming choices since the agents 
cannot in principle have sufficient or conclusive prior reasons 
for making one option and one set of reasons prevail over the 
other.

31	 ibid. p. 40.
32	 Kane (2007) p. 39.
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“There is some truth to this objection also, but again I think it is 
a truth that tells us something important about free will.

“Suppose we were to say to such persons: ‘But look, you didn’t 
have sufficient or conclusive prior reasons for choosing as you 
did since you also had viable reasons for choosing the other 
way.’ They might reply. ‘True enough. But I did have good rea-
sons for choosing as I did, which I’m willing to stand by and 
take responsibility for. If these reasons were not sufficient or 
conclusive reasons, that’s because, like the heroine of the novel, 
I was not a fully formed person before I chose (and still am not, 
for that matter). Like the author of the novel, I am in the pro-
cess of writing an unfinished story and forming an unfinished 
character who, in my case, is myself.’ ” 33

The Cogito Model
Robert Kane independently developed a two-stage model be-

fore Daniel Dennett published his 1978 book Brainstorms. He 
had read the same sources (Compton and Popper), but he thought 
that “something more” was needed. 

Kane had always felt that at the completion of the first stage 
in my Cogito model, when all the random considerations have 
been generated, there is a finite time, however small, during which 
the model assumes that the willed decision, the choice between 
alternative possibilities, is determined.

Kane feels that the two-stage model is adequate for practical 
everyday decisions, and that it may play a role in moral and 
prudential choices by providing the considerations for different  
choices. Where the two-stage deliberative process does not result 
in a single choice, we can say that the  options that remain were 
as a group self-determined, namely, consistent with the agent’s 
character and values, reasons and motives, desires and feelings.

Kane says that libertarian free will requires that the decision 
not be completely determined by the agents desires and beliefs, 
which are among the causal factors, but not determining factors. 
In the case of his SFAs, decisions remain undetermined up to the 
moment of choice. It is determined by the choice, says Kane.

33	 Kane (2007) pp. 41-42.
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Just as Kane accepts the loss of some control in SFAs, the agent 
does not have complete control over the random considerations 
that get generated in my two-stage model. Of course, the agent 
can decide when to stop generating new possibilities. And if eval-
uation finds none satisfactory, can go back and generate more. 
Kane agrees with the importance of these “second thoughts.” But 
after the last new random option is generated, and during that 
time, however small, before the decision is made, Kane is right 
that the choice at that point is already adequately determined 
by the agent’s character, reasons, motives, etc. - unless, of course 
more than one option remains.

In my Cogito model, I admit that the decision could be reliably 
(though not perfectly) predicted by a super-psychiatrist who knew 
everything about the agent and was aware of all the alternative 
possibilities. This is because the second (“will”) stage evaluation 
and decision process is indeed adequately determined.

I therefore agree with Kane that the second stage is normally 
“determined,” in the sense of adequately determined, but note 
that it is in no way pre-determined before deliberations began.

Kane agrees with me that, before the first stage of the two-stage 
model, the decision has not yet been determined. It is at that time 
undetermined. So our decisions are not pre-determined back to 
the Big Bang. 

Kane agrees that my two-stage Cogito model, with indetermin-
ism in the first stage, is libertarian free.

But in Kane’s Self-Forming Actions, indeterminism remains up 
to and including the moment of choice. 

Kane’s Self-Forming Actions
Kane has found a way to avoid any “determinism” at all in these  

cases, not even the determination by character and values, rea-
sons and motives, feelings and desires, that compatibilists properly 
think is needed for moral responsibility. For Kane, reasons and 
motives are only partial causes of the decisions.
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These are Kane’s Self-Forming Actions (SFAs). He says the 
agent’s decision may not be “determined” by anything other than 
the agent’s choice, which can be rational (made for properly evalu-
ated reasons), but nevertheless might have been otherwise and 
yet be equally rational and voluntary.

As we have seen, Kane calls this “dual (or plural) control.” I now 
see that this is an acceptable extension of my Cogito model, one 
that adds still more libertarian freedom. Let’s see how it works.

To find a way around the “determinism” of my second stage, 
without invoking metaphysical agent-causality, Kane adds event-
causal randomness in the decision itself. Randolph Clarke 
calls such randomness “centered” in the decision,34 as opposed to 
chance located earlier in the “deliberative” stage (my “free” stage). 

There are times when the deliberation and evaluation process 
of the two-stage process may not narrow down to a single self-
determined option. In such cases, the agent has developed reasons 
for more than one option. None of these options should be seen 
as random, in the sense that as a group they have been adequately 
determined by the deliberations of the second stage. 

For everyday practical decisions, the agent may essentially “flip 
a coin” to make the decision between equally attractive options, 
and take responsibility for the outcome.

However, in difficult moral or prudential decisions, the agent 
may be seriously conflicted about the remaining options. This 
conflict requires extra effort on the part of the agent to make the 
decision, which Kane says may generate noise in the brain’s neural 
circuitry. This noise may make the specific decision indetermi-
nate, although it selects from among options that are all defended 
by reasons.

Although the actual decision is indeterminate, and chance has 
played a role in the decision, Kane rejects the view that chance is 
the “cause” of the decision.  The role of chance has increased the 
probability that the agent’s efforts for some of the options will fail, 
but for the option that succeeds, says Kane, it is the agent’s effort 
that deserves the major credit. Effort is the cause of the choice.

34	 See page 211.
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I agree with Kane that it is inappropriate to make chance the 
“cause” of the decision. 

My two-stage Cogito model accepts decisions that are made at 
random, when the reason (the non-reason?) is that the agent has 
no good reasons to prefer one option over others, and thus “delib-
erately” chooses at random.

I call these undetermined liberties, to distinguish them from 
the de-liberated self-determination of my second stage.

Figure 24-1. Kane’s Self-Forming Actions are Undetermined Liberties. 

As I see it, the second stage has left the agent with a group of 
options that are equally attractive. The final choice seems to me 
arbitrary, any one of them will have adequate reasons for agent 
responsibility. This, in my view, is related to the ancient liberum 
arbitrium and the liberty of indifference.

But for many years, Kane has vigorously denied that his Self-
Forming Actions are arbitrary and the random result of chance. 
To make chance a contributing cause devalues the effort of the 
agent that deserves the credit for the decision. Negative words like 
random and chance mislead many thinkers. Kane accepts inde-
terminism (his noise results from quantum indeterminacy), but 
rejects random chance.

I agree with Kane that it is inappropriate to say that chance is 
the cause of the action. I have been mistaken to say so in the past.

But I must go farther to defend the positive role for chance in 
the universe as a critical part of the cosmic creation process. I 
trace negative attitudes about chance to the ancient idea that 
chance explains nothing so cannot be a cause (the Greek word for 
cause,  ἀιτία, means explanation) or even stronger, that chance is 
unintelligible and perhaps atheistic.
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Kane’s critics, and perhaps even Kane to some degree, share 
what William James called “antipathy to chance.”

“The stronghold of the deterministic sentiment is the antipathy 
to the idea of chance. As soon as we begin to talk indeterminism 
to our friends, we find a number of them shaking their heads. 
This notion of alternative possibilities, they say, this admission 
that any one of several things may come to pass, is, after all, 
only a roundabout name for chance; and chance is something 
the notion of which no sane mind can for an instant tolerate 
in the world…many persons talk as if the minutest dose of 
disconnectedness of one part with another, the smallest modi-
cum of independence, the faintest tremor of ambiguity about 
the future, for example, would ruin everything, and turn this 
goodly universe into a sort of insane sand-heap or nulliverse, 
no universe at all.

“In every outwardly verifiable and practical respect, a world in 
which the alternatives that now actually distract your choice 
were decided by pure chance would be by me absolutely undis-
tinguished from the world in which I now live. I am, therefore, 
entirely willing to call it, so far as your choices go, a world of 
chance for me.

“Determinism denies the ambiguity of future volitions, because 
it affirms that nothing future can be ambiguous. Indeterminate 
future volitions do mean chance. Let us not fear to shout it from 
the house-tops if need be; for we now know that the idea of 
chance is, at bottom, exactly the same thing as the idea of gift,-
-the one simply being a disparaging, and the other a eulogistic, 
name for anything on which we have no effective claim. 

“We have seen what determinism means: we have seen that in-
determinism is rightly described as meaning chance; and we 
have seen that chance, the very name of which we are urged to 
shrink from as from a metaphysical pestilence, means only the 
negative fact that no part of the world, however big, can claim 
to control absolutely the destinies of the whole.” 35

More than perhaps any other philosopher, Kane has accepted 
the reality and importance of quantum indeterminism. In my 

35	 James (1956) pp. 153-159.
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view, he should not shy away from recognizing indeterminism as 
pure chance just because the current philosophical community 
has a strong bias against randomness and chance.

Kane’s Businesswoman Example
Kane’s best-known case of an SFA is the businesswoman on the 

way to an important meeting when she witnesses an attack on a 
victim in an alley. She has to decide whether to stop and aid the 
victim (deontological moral choice) or continue on to her meet-
ing (self-interest). 

But now consider what my Cogito model offers her. Rather than 
stop with these two options, she could go back and generate  more 
alternative possibilities in the first stage of my model.

She might get out her cell phone and call 911 for an ambulance 
to help the victim (giving more real assistance than she would be 
able provide herself).

Or a random event might occur. Another passerby might 
appear that she can ask to aid the victim.

I don’t mean to dismiss Kane’s example, which he restricts to 
the “torn” moral decisions he claims are the only truly free SFAs. 
But my variation on his example nicely puts the emphasis on the 
origination and creativity in my model of free will.

Kane’s SFAs as Adequately Determined 
Kane has long held that his last-possible-second indeterminis-

tic decisions at the moment of choice provide the long-held lib-
ertarian dream of some sort of absolute freedom at that moment.

Kane is not thinking metaphysically, of course, but before that 
“libertarian free” moment there is an element of “self-determina-
tion” by motives and reasons, by character and values, that Kane 
recognizes always come just before examples of dual (or plural) 
rational control..

In my two-stage model, the agent may generate a great many 
alternative possibilities, as we saw in my extended version of 
Kane’s businesswoman. Evaluation of those possibilities normally 
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reduces the possibilities to the one chosen, but it may only narrow 
them down to two or more equally attractive options, which gives 
us undetermined liberties like Kane’s cases.

The possibilities in a Kane “torn decision” have as a group 
been “adequately determined” by the second stage of my model, 
though not as much as if they had been reduced to only one.

Kane in Barcelona
Kane and I were invited in October 2010 to an “Experts 

Meeting” in Barcelona, Spain at the Social Trends Institute (STI). 
The question debated was “Is Science Compatible with Our Desire 
for Freedom?” The meeting was organized by Antoine Suarez of 
The Center for Quantum Philosophy in Geneva.

Also invited was Alfred Mele, who directs the Big Ques-
tions in Free Will project at Florida State University, and Martin 
Heisenberg, the neurogeneticist and son of Werner Heisenberg, 
the founder of quantum mechanics.

There were animated exchanges between all of us. The pro-
ceedings were videotaped and are available on the STI website.36 
I edited the discussion between Mele, Kane, myself, and remarks 
by Heisenberg.37

In Kane’s presentation, he said of the current situation,
“As Bob Doyle also notes in his conference paper, my own first 
efforts at dealing with this problem in the 1970’s was to formu-
late a two-stage model very much like the one he nicely pres-
ents in his paper. I thought from the beginning that a two-stage 
model must be a part of the solution to the free will problem. 
But I also believed that it could not be the complete solution. 
Hence I did not publish anything about it in the 1970’s and was 
surprised to see that Daniel Dennett had come up with a similar 
idea in a 1978 paper. He also believed a two-stage model was 
not all that libertarians wanted, but thought it at least provided 
some of what they wanted, as did Al Mele who also later formu-
lated such a view. I believe Dennett and Mele were correct in 
thinking the two-stage model could not be all of what libertar-

36	 www.socialtrendsinstitute.org/Activities/Bioethics/Is-Science-Compatible-
with-Our-Desire-for-Freedom/Free-Will-debate-on-YouTube.axd

37	 youtube.com/watch?v=iwDZUXr6dIc
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ians wanted; and hence, while I made the two-stage model part of 
my own theory in my first book on free will in 1985, it was only a 
part of the theory and I also tried to go beyond it. 

“I am even more convinced today through the work of Martin 
Heisenberg as well as these others just mentioned and at this con-
ference that not only is the two-stage model an important part of 
any adequate theory of free will, but that it is also an important, 
indeed a crucial, step in the evolution of human free will. The abil-
ity to randomize in lower organisms affords them flexibility and 
creativity as it does for humans. But I believe, as I did in the 70’s, 
that a number of other steps are needed to get from this first cru-
cial evolutionary step to the full evolution of free will in human 
beings, and that the two-stage model must be folded into a larger 
picture.” 38 

Since William James in the 1880’s, more than a dozen philoso-
phers and scientists, including Heisenberg and myself have called 
for indeterminism in the first stage of our model. Since the 1980’s, 
Robert Kane has called for indeterminism when second-stage de-
liberations do not result in a single act of self-determination. These 
are two places in what Kane calls a “larger picture” of free will where 
indeterminism can break the causal chain of determinism without 
reducing agent control or responsibility for decisions and actions.

Kane at Harvard
I had the privilege in 2009 of hosting Kane at the Harvard Faculty 

Club and recording an 82-minute video on his life’s work. 
Entitled Free Will: Some New Perspectives on an Ancient Problem, 

the Information Philosopher published it as a DVD, and Kane 
recently agreed to make it available on YouTube,39 in the hope that it 
will be widely seen by philosophy students.

The above-mentioned YouTube videos can be found without 
typing in complex URLs, by searching in my YouTube channel 
called “infophilosopher.”

38	 Presentation at STI “Experts Meeting,” October 30, 2010
39	 youtube.com/watch?v=A61X-5b847U
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Kane’s Oxford Handbook of Free Will
In addition to his own work to find some pathway through what 

he calls the “free will labyrinth” to an intelligible account of free-
dom, Kane has assembled in his massive sourcebook The Oxford 
Handbook of Free Will perhaps the best survey of modern positions 
on free will, from theology and fatalism to metaphysical libertarian 
perspectives.

The Handbook, now in its second (2011) edition, has contribu-
tions from over two dozen contemporary philosophers with strong 
ideas about free will. Sadly, most continue to be inconclusive debates 
and attempts to logically refute one another’s positions. Daniel 
Dennett calls this “philosophical judo.”

The articles reflect the fact that Peter F. Strawson changed the 
subject of the discussions from free will to moral responsibility, 
Harry Frankfurt changed the debate from free will to the exis-
tence of alternative possibilities, and Peter van Inwagen changed 
the problem from showing indeterminism to be true to showing 
incompatibilism to be true.

They ask convoluted questions like “Is Incompatibilism Intui-
tive?” and describe freedom as Nondeterministic Incompatibilism.

Many of the writers tend to conflate free will and moral 
responsibility. They describe free will as the “control condition” of 
moral responsibility. Free will is indeed a prerequisite for responsi-
bility. But whether an action is moral is a question for ethicists, not 
for psychologists and neuroscientists who study the nature of the 
mind and its capacity for free actions.

While no reflection on the editorial quality, that there is little new, 
and that it is sometimes dismissive of freedom as unintelligible, 
makes the Oxford Handbook an accurate reflection of the current 
state of the free will problem. 

Kane insightfully remarks “One may legitimately wonder why 
worries about determinism persist at all in the twenty-first century, 
when the physical sciences - once the stronghold of determinist 
thinking - seem to have turned away from determinism.” 40  Amen.

40	 Kane (2011) p. 5.
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Daniel Dennett

Daniel Dennett’s

While he himself is a confirmed compatibilist, even a deter-
minist, in “On Giving Libertarians What They Say They Want,” 
Chapter 15 of his 1978 book Brainstorms, Daniel Dennett 
articulated the case for a two-stage model of free will better than 
any libertarian had done at the time.

His “Valerian” model of decision making, named after the poet 
Paul Valéry, combines indeterminism to generate alternative 
possibilities, with (in my view, adequate) determinism to choose 
among the possibilities.

“The model of decision making I am proposing, has the fol-
lowing feature: when we are faced with an important decision, 
a consideration-generator whose output is to some degree 
undetermined produces a series of considerations, some of 
which may of course be immediately rejected as irrelevant by 
the agent (consciously or unconsciously). Those considerations 
that are selected by the agent as having a more than negligi-
ble bearing on the decision then figure in a reasoning process, 
and if the agent is in the main reasonable, those considerations 
ultimately serve as predictors and explicators of the agent’s final 
decision.”1

Dennett gives six excellent reasons why this is the kind of free 
will that libertarians say they want. He says,

1. “First...The intelligent selection, rejection, and weighing of 
the considerations that do occur to the subject is a matter of 
intelligence making the difference.”

2. “Second, I think it installs indeterminism in the right place 
for the libertarian, if there is a right place at all.”

3. “Third...from the point of view of biological engineering, it 

1	 Dennett (1978) p. 295. Dennett studied in Oxford under Gilbert Ryle, whose 
“Concept of  Mind” (1949) revolutionized the approach to philosophical psychology 
within  analytic philosophy, eliminating mind as a “ghost in the machine.”.

Compatibilism
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is just more efficient and in the end more rational that decision 
making should occur in this way.”

4. “A fourth observation in favor of the model is that it permits 
moral education to make a difference, without making all of the 
difference.”

5. “Fifth - and I think this is perhaps the most important thing 
to be said in favor of this model - it provides some account of 
our important intuition that we are the authors of our moral 
decisions.”

6. “Finally, the model I propose points to the multiplicity of 
decisions that encircle our moral decisions and suggests that in 
many cases our ultimate decision as to which way to act is less 
important phenomenologically as a contributor to our sense of 
free will than the prior decisions affecting our deliberation pro-
cess itself: the decision, for instance, not to consider any further, 
to terminate deliberation; or the decision to ignore certain lines 
of inquiry.” 2

I might add a seventh reason to Dennett’s otherwise 
comprehensive list, that this kind of free will is a process that 
could have evolved naturally from the lower animals. 

“These prior and subsidiary decisions contribute, I think, to our 
sense of ourselves as responsible free agents, roughly in the fol-
lowing way: I am faced with an important decision to make, and 
after a certain amount of deliberation, I say to myself: “That’s 
enough. I’ve considered this matter enough and now I’m go-
ing to act,” in the full knowledge that I could have considered 
further, in the full knowledge that the eventualities may prove 
that I decided in error, but with the acceptance of responsibility 
in any case.” 3

At times, Dennett seems pleased with his result.
“This result is not just what the libertarian is looking for, but it is 
a useful result nevertheless. It shows that we can indeed install 
indeterminism in the internal causal chains affecting human 
behavior at the macroscopic level while preserving the intel-
ligibility of practical deliberation that the libertarian requires. 
We may have good reasons from other quarters for embracing 
determinism, but we need not fear that macroscopic indeter-

2	 Dennett (1978) pp. 295-207.
3	 ibid.
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Daniel Dennett’s Compatibilism

minism in human behavior would of necessity rob our lives of 
intelligibility by producing chaos.” 4

“we need not fear that causal indeterminism would make our 
lives unintelligible.” 5

He realizes that his model is still at its base deterministic.
“Even if one embraces the sort of view I have outlined, the 
deterministic view of the unbranching and inexorable history 
of the universe can inspire terror or despair, and perhaps the 
libertarian is right that there is no way to allay these feelings 
short of a brute denial of determinism. Perhaps such a denial, 
and only such a denial, would permit us to make sense of the 
notion that our actual lives are created by us over time out of 
possibilities that exist in virtue of our earlier decisions; that we 
trace a path through a branching maze that both defines who 
we are, and why, to some extent (if we are fortunate enough to 
maintain against all vicissitudes the integrity of our delibera-
tional machinery) we are responsible for being who we are.” 6

At other times, Dennett is skeptical. His model, he says, 
“installs indeterminism in the right place for the libertarian, if 
there is a right place at all.” and “it seems that all we have done 
is install indeterminism in a harmless place by installing it in an 
irrelevant place.” 7

Dennett seems to be soliciting interest in the model - from lib-
ertarian quarters? It is too bad that libertarians did not accept and 
improve Dennett’s two-stage model. See What if Libertarians Had 
Accepted What Dan Dennett Gave Them in 1978? in Chapter 27.

If they had, the history of the free will problem would have been 
markedly different for the last thirty years, perhaps reconciling 
indeterminism with free will, as the best two-stage models now 
do, just as Hume reconciled freedom with determinism.

    “There may not be compelling grounds from this quarter for 
favoring an indeterministic vision of the springs of our action, 
but if considerations from other quarters favor indeterminism, 
we can at least be fairly sanguine about the prospects of incor-

4	 Dennett (1978) p. 292.
5	 ibid. p. 298.
6	 ibid. p. 299.
7	 ibid. p. 295.
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porating indeterminism into our picture of deliberation, even 
if we cannot yet see what point such an incorporation would 
have.” 8

The point of incorporating indeterminism is of course first 
to break the causal chain of pre-determinism, and second to 
provide a source for novel ideas that were not already implicit in 
past events, thus explaining not only free will but creativity. This 
requires irreducible and ontological quantum indeterminacy.

But Dennett does not think that irreducible quantum random-
ness provides anything essential beyond the deterministic pseu-
do-random number generation of computer science.

    “Isn’t it the case that the new improved proposed model for 
human deliberation can do as well with a random-but-deter-
ministic generation process as with a causally undetermined 
process? Suppose that to the extent that the considerations that 
occur to me are unpredictable, they are unpredictable simply 
because they are fortuitously determined by some arbitrary and 
irrelevant factors, such as the location of the planets or what I 
had for breakfast.” 9

With his strong background in computer science and artifi-
cial intelligence, it is no surprise that Dennett continues to seek a 
“computational” model of the mind. 

But man is not a machine and the mind is not a computer.
Dennett accepts the results of modern physics and does not 

deny the existence of quantum randomness. He calls himself a 
“naturalist” who wants to reconcile free will with natural science.

But what is “natural” about a computer-generated pseudo-
random number sequence? The algorithm that generates it is 
quintessentially artificial. In the course of evolution, quantum 
mechanical randomness (along with the quantum stability of in-
formation structures, without which no structures at all would ex-
ist) is naturally available to generate alternative possibilities.

Why would evolution need to create an algorithmic computa-
tional capability to generate those possibilities, when genuine and 
irreducible quantum randomness already provides them?

8	 ibid. p. 299.
9	 ibid. p. 298.
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And who, before human computer designers, would be the 
author or artificer of the algorithm? Gregory Chaitin tells us that 
the information in a random-number sequence is only as much 
as is in the algorithm that created the sequence. And note that the 
artificial algorithm author implicitly has the kind of knowledge 
attributed to Laplace’s Demon.

Since Dennett is a confirmed atheist, it seems odd that he has 
the “antipathy to chance” described by William James that is 
characteristic of religious believers. Quantum randomness is far 
more atheistic than Dennett’s pseudo-randomness, with the lat-
ter’s implicit author or artificer still conceivable.

Despite his qualms, Dennett seems to have located randomness 
in exactly the right place, in the first stage of a two-stage model. 
His model randomly generates alternative considerations for his 
adequately determined selection process. He is not concerned that 
random possibilities make the decisions themselves random.

Evolution as an Algorithmic Process
Dennett maintains that biological evolution does not need 

quantum randomness, and says he was shocked by Jacques 
Monod’s claim that random quantum processes are “essential” 
to evolution. Monod defines the importance of chance, or what 
he calls “absolute coincidence” as something like the intersec-
tion of causal chains that Aristotle calls an “accident.” But, says 
Dennett, in his 1984 book Elbow Room,

    “when Monod comes to define the conditions under which 
such coincidences can occur, he apparently falls into the actu-
alist trap. Accidents must happen if evolution is to take place, 
Monod says, and accidents can happen — “Unless of course 
we go back to Laplace’s world, from which chance is excluded 
by definition and where Dr. Brown has been fated to die under 
Jones’ hammer ever since the beginning of time.” (Chance and 
Necessity, p. 115)

    “If “Laplace’s world” means just a deterministic world, then 
Monod is wrong. Natural selection does not need “absolute” 

Daniel Dennett’s Compatibilism
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coincidence. It does not need “essential” randomness or perfect 
independence; it needs practical independence — of the sort 
exhibited by Brown and Jones, and Jules and Jim, each on his 
own trajectory but “just happening” to intersect, like the cards 
being deterministically shuffled in a deck and just happening 
to fall into sequence. Would evolution occur in a deterministic 
world, a Laplacean world where mutation was caused by a non-
random process? Yes, for what evolution requires is an unpat-
terned generator of raw material, not an uncaused generator of 
raw material. Quantum-level effects may indeed play a role in 
the generation of mutations, but such a role is not required by 
theory.” 10

Where Quantum Indeterminism Might Matter?
Dennett graciously invited me to participate in his graduate 

seminar on free will at Tufts in the Fall of 2010.11 He challenged 
me to provide cases where quantum indeterminism would make 
a substantive improvement over the pseudo-randomness that 
he thinks is enough for both biological evolution and free will. 
Dennett does not deny quantum indeterminacy. He just doubts 
that quantum randomness is necessary for free will. Information 
philosophy suggests that the primary  importance of quantum in-
determinacy is that it breaks the causal chain of pre-determinism.

See the I-Phi page Where, and When, is Randomness Located? 
for more details on where indeterminism is located in the two-
stage models of Bob Doyle, Robert Kane, Alfred Mele, and 
Dennett’s Valerian Model of free will. 12

Quantum randomness has been available to evolving species 
for billions of years before pseudo-randomness emerges with 
humans. But Dennett does not think, as does Jacques Monod, 
for example, that quantum indeterminacy is necessary for 
biological evolution. The evolved virtual creatures of artificial life 
programs demonstrate for Dennett that biological evolution is an 
algorithmic process.

10	 Dennett (1985) p. 150.
11	 See informationphilosopher.com/solutions/philosophers/dennett/seminar
12	 informationphilosopher.com/freedom/location.html
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Below are five cases where quantum chance is critically impor-
tant and better than pseudo-randomness. They all share a basic 
insight from information physics. Whenever a stable new infor-
mation structure is created, two things must happen. The first 
is a collapse of the quantum wave function that allows one or 
more particles to combine in the new structure. The second is the 
transfer away from the structure to the cosmic background of the 
entropy required by the second law of thermodynamics to balance 
the local increase in negative entropy (information).

Laplace’s Demon
Indeterministic events are unpredictable. Consequently, if 

any such probabilistic events occur, as Dennett admits, Laplace’s 
demon cannot predict the future. Information cosmology pro-
vides a second reason why such a demon is impossible. There was 
little or no information at the start of the universe. (See the Layzer 
diagram on page 11.) There is a great deal of information today, 
and more being created every day. There is not enough informa-
tion in the past to determine the present, let alone completely de-
termine the future. Creating future information requires quantum 
events, which are inherently indeterministic. The future is only 
probable, though it may be “adequately determined.” Since there is 
not enough information available at any moment to comprehend 
all the information that will exist in the future, Laplace demons 
are impossible.

Intelligent Designers
Suppose that determinism is true, and that the chance driv-

ing spontaneous variation of the gene pool is merely epistemic 
(human ignorance), so that a deterministic algorithmic process 
is driving evolution. Gregory Chaitin has shown that the amount 
of information (and thus the true randomness) in a sequence of 
random numbers is no more than that in the algorithm that gen-
erates them.

This makes the process more comprehensible for a supernat-
ural intelligent designer. And it makes the idea of an intelligent 

Daniel Dennett’s Compatibilism
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designer, deterministically controlling evolution with complete 
foreknowledge, more plausible. This is unfortunate.

An intelligent designer with a big enough computer could 
reverse engineer and alter the algorithm behind the pseudo-ran-
domness driving evolution. This is just what genetic engineers do.

But cosmic rays, which are inherently indeterministic quantum 
events, damage the DNA to produce mutations, variations in the 
gene pool. No intelligent designer can control such evolution.

So genetic engineers are intelligent designers, but they cannot 
control the whole of evolution.

Frankfurt Controllers
For almost fifty years, compatibilists have used Frankfurt-style 

Cases to show that alternative possibilities are not required for 
freedom of action and moral responsibility.

Robert Kane showed in 198513 that, if a choice is undetermined, 
the Frankfurt controller cannot tell until the choice is made 
whether the agent will do A or do otherwise. Compatibilists were 
begging the question by assuming a deterministic connection 
between a “prior sign” of a decision and the decision itself.

More fundamentally, information philosophy tells us that 
because chance (quantum randomness) helps generate the alter-
native possibilities, information about the choice does not come 
into the universe until the choice has been made.

Either way, the controller would have to intervene before the 
choice, in which case it is the controller that is responsible for the 
decision. Frankfurt controllers do not exist.

Dennett’s Eavesdropper
We can call this Dennett’s Eavesdropper because, in a discus-

sion of quantum cryptography, Dennett agrees there is a strong 
reason to prefer quantum randomness to pseudo-randomness 
for encrypting secure messages. He sees that if a pseudo-random 
number sequence were used, a clever eavesdropper might discov-
er the algorithm behind it and thus be able to decode the message.

13	 David Widerker independently showed this in the 1990’s.
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Quantum cryptography and quantum computing use the non-
local properties of entangled quantum particles. Non-locality 
shows up when the wave-function of a two-particle system col-
lapses and new information comes into the universe. See the 
Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen experiment.14

Creating New Memes
Richard Dawkins’ unit of cultural information has the same 

limits as purely physical information. Claude Shannon’s math-
ematical theory of the communication of information says that 
information is not new without probabilistic surprises. Quantum 
physics is the ultimate source of that probability and the possibili-
ties that surprise us. If the result were not truly unpredictable, it 
would be implicitly present in the information we already have. A 
new meme, like Dennett’s intuition pumps, skyhooks, and cranes, 
would have been already predictable there in the past and not his 
very original creations.

The Valerian Model

 
Figure 25-1. Dennett’s Valerian Model.

Dennett’s Valerian Model of decision making adds randomness 
in the first-stage generation of considerations, but he believes that 
pseudo-randomness (the kind generated by computer algorithms) 
is random enough. 

Dennett sees no need for genuine irreducible quantum ran-
domness in the mind, although he does not deny that the world 
contains genuine quantum indeterminacy. He also does not think, 
as does Jacques Monod, for example, that quantum indeterminacy 
is necessary for biological evolution. The evolved virtual creatures 

14	 informationphilosopher.com/solutions/experiments/EPR/

Daniel Dennett’s Compatibilism
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of artificial life programs demonstrate for Dennett that biological 
evolution is an algorithmic process. 

Dennett says of the second stage that “after a certain amount of 
deliberation, I say to myself: ‘That’s enough. I’ve considered this 
matter enough and now I’m going to act,’ in the full knowledge 
that I could have considered further, in the full knowledge that 
the eventualities may prove that I decided in error, but with the 
acceptance of responsibility in any case.” 

He says that “this model...provides some account of our impor-
tant intuition that we are the authors of our moral decisions.” 

Who’s Afraid of Indeterminism?
Dennett and his colleague Christopher Taylor wrote an article 

for the Oxford Handbook of Free Will entitled “Who’s Afraid of 
Determinism.”   They say that “introducing indeterminism adds 
nothing in the way of worthwhile possibilities, opportunities, or 
competences to universe... Though pseudo-random generators 
may not produce genuinely random output, they come so close 
that no ordinary mortals can tell the difference.” 

Taylor and Dennett liken a deterministic universe to a computer 
playing games of chess.

“Computers are marvels of determinism. Even their so-called 
random number generators only execute pseudo-random func-
tions, which produce exactly the same sequence of “random” 
digits each time the computer reboots. That means that com-
puter programs that avail themselves of randomness at vari-
ous “choice” points will nevertheless spin out exactly the same 
sequence of states if run over and over again from a cold start…
If you turned off the computer and then restarted it, running 
the same program, exactly the same variegated series of games 
would spin out.” 15

The purpose of the Taylor and Dennett article is “to untangle the 
complexity of the underlying concepts” in two “deeply confused 
theses concerning possibility and causation: (1) In a deterministic 

15	 Kane (2002) p. 257.



335

Ch
ap

te
r 2

5

universe, one can never truthfully utter the sentence ‘I could have 
done otherwise,’ and (2) In such universes, one can never really 
take credit for having caused an event, since in fact all events have 
been predetermined by conditions during the universe’s birth.” 

We agree that these two theses are confusing, but the confusion 
seems not that deep.

To clarify the first, (1) In a deterministic universe, the meaning 
of the true statement “I could have done otherwise” is “I could 
have done otherwise, if the past had been slightly different and I 
had chosen to do otherwise.”

To clarify the second, (2) In such universes, one can take credit 
for having caused an event, since in fact the event and one’s taking 
credit for it both would have been predetermined by conditions 
during the universe’s birth.”

Even if indeterminism were true, Taylor and Dennett say, the 
theses would be unaltered.  But is this the case? At a minimum, 
some important points in their article would be altered.

Most important, the “fact”of predeterminism in thesis 2 would 
not be a fact. Indeed, they note the discovery of indeterminacy 
in modern quantum mechanics (p.259) and go on to observe (in 
footnote 22) that randomness could result from the presence or 
absence of a pulse from a Geiger counter.  This would produce 
what they refer to as “genuine” randomness. (p.270)

It would then follow that a chess computer equipped with access 
to “genuine” quantum randomness would not “spin out exactly 
the same sequence of states if run over and over again from a cold 
start.” But more significantly, there is no way for an indetermin-
istic universe at its birth to know the future. There is simply not 
enough information present at the origin, or any other time,  to 
describe perfectly and completely the present and future. 

Daniel Dennett’s Compatibilism
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Alfred Mele

Alfred Mele has developed the idea of autonomous agents, who 
among other things exercise a kind of self-control that is related to 
metaphysical freedom terms like “free will” and “free action.” He 
has also developed a number of models for free will, most notably 
his 1995 two-stage model called “Modest Libertarianism. Others 
include Soft Compatibilism, Soft Libertarianism, and Daring Soft 
Libertarianism

Without committing himself to the idea that human autonomy 
is compatible with determinism or incompatible (the position of 
the libertarians), Mele provides arguments in support of autono-
mous agents for both positions. He is, as he says, “officially agnos-
tic about the truth of compatibilism” and describes his position as 
“agnostic autonomism.”

Mele’s opponents are those who believe there are no free and 
morally responsible human beings. They are philosophers who 
deny both compatibilism and libertarianism - Richard Double 
and Ted Honderich, for example, “Impossibilists” like Galen 
Strawson, “Hard Incompatibilists” like Derk Pereboom and 
“Illusionists” Saul Smilansky. Mele has debated the psychologist 
Daniel Wegner, whose position is that the conscious will is an 
illusion, based primarily on the Libet experiments.

Note that Randolph Clarke’s “narrow incompatibilism” 
denies the compatibilism of free will and determinism, but 
accepts the compatibilism of moral responsibility and deter-
minism. John Martin Fischer’s “semicompatibilism” similarly 
accepts the compatibilism of moral responsibility, while remain-
ing agnostic about free will and the truth of determinism. Clarke’s 
and Fischer’s morally responsible agents presumably would be 
Mele “autonomous agents.”

Alfred Mele’s
Modest Libertarianism



338 Free Will: The Scandal in Philosophy

Chapter 26

Agnostic Autonomous Agents
Most libertarians, Mele thinks, both agent-causalists like 

Timothy O’Connor and event-causalists, like Robert Kane, 
might subscribe to his “autonomous agent” idea.

“My plan in Mele [Autonomous Agents] 1995 was to use 
the resources both of libertarianism and of compatibil-
ism in defending agnostic autonomism and to do that partly 
by developing the best compatibilist and libertarian posi-
tions I could develop. Part of my strategy was to construct an 
account of an ideally self-controlled agent (where self-control is 
understood as the contrary of akrasia: [a Greek term, meaning] 
roughly, weakness of will), to argue that even such an agent may 
fall short of autonomy (or free agency), and to ask what may be 
added to ideal self-control to yield autonomy (or free agency). I 
offered two answers, one for compatibilists and another for lib-
ertarians. I then argued that a disjunctive thesis associated with 
both answers—agnostic autonomism - is more credible than 
[believing there are no free and moral human beings] NFM.” 1

Modest Libertarianism
Mele in his 1995 book Autonomous Agents, had proposed a 

“Modest Libertarianism” for consideration by libertarians.2 He 
himself did not endorse the idea. But he is concerned about the 
proper place to locate the indeterminism. His soft libertarians 
locate it somewhere in the chain of events leading up to the for-
mation of intentions, the evaluation of options, the decision and 
ultimate action. His “daring soft libertarians” move the indeter-
minism up into the “time of action,” where indeterministic alter-
native possibilities for actions may (or may not) exist.

He made it clear, following Daniel Dennett’s “Valerian” mod-
el in Brainstorms, 1978, that any indeterminism should come 
early in the overall process. He even describes the latter - deci-
sion - stage of the process as compatibilist (effectively determin-
ist). This of course could only be adequate determinism. Mele 

1	 Mele (2006) p. 5.
2	 Mele (1995) p. 211.
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Alfred Mele’s Modest Libertarianism

proposes a “soft compatibilism” that sees some value for indeter-
minism in the early stages. This will be the basis for our “Compre-
hensive Compatibilism” proposal in Chapter 28.

“These observations indicate that it might be worth exploring 
the possibility of combining a compatibilist conception of the 
later parts of a process issuing in full blown, deliberative, inten-
tional action with an incompatibilist conception of the earlier 
parts. For example, it might be possible to gain “ultimate con-
trol” while preserving a considerable measure of nonultimate 
agential control by treating the process from proximal decisive 
better judgment through overt action in a compatibilist way 
and finding a theoretically useful place for indeterminacy in 
processes leading to proximal decisive better judgments.” 3

For Mele and most other modern compatibilists, quantum 
physics has shown that determinism is not true.

“Recall that compatibilism does not include a commitment to 
determinism. The thesis is that determinism does not preclude 
autonomy. Treating the process from proximal decisive better 
judgment through overt action in a compatibilist way does not 
require treating it in a determinist way. Compatibilists may, 
in principle be willing to accept an account of causation that 
accommodates both deterministic and probabilistic instances, 
and they are not committed to holding that probabilistic causa-
tion in the process just mentioned precludes the freedom of its 
product. In the same vein, advocates of autonomy who seek a 
“theoretical useful place” for indeterminism in the springs of 
action need not insist that indeterminism does not appear at 
other places, as well, in internal processes issuing in autono-
mous action. Their claim on that matter may merely be that 
indeterminism at these other junctures is of no use to them. 

“External indeterminism, as I have already explained, does 
not give libertarians what they want. That leaves internal 
indeterminism. Assume, for the sake of argument, that human 
beings sometimes act autonomously, that acting autonomously 
requires “ultimate control,” and that the latter requires internal 
indeterminism. Then, with a view to combining ultimate control 

3	 Mele (1995) p. 212.
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with robust nonultimate control, we can ask what location(s) 
for internal indeterminism would do us the most good.” 4

A Problem about Luck for Libertarians
Mele’s plan in his book Free Will and Luck is to pay more atten-
tion to Frankfurt-style examples and to “agential luck.”

“Agents’ control is the yardstick by which the bearing of luck 
on their freedom and moral responsibility is measured. When 
luck (good or bad) is problematic, that is because it seems sig-
nificantly to impede agents’ control over themselves or to high-
light important gaps or shortcomings in such control. It may 
seem that to the extent that it is causally open whether or not, 
for example, an agent intends in accordance with his consid-
ered judgment about what it is best to do, he lacks some con-
trol over what he intends, and it may be claimed that a positive 
deterministic connection between considered best judgment 
and intention would be more conducive to freedom and moral 
responsibility.

“This last claim will be regarded as a nonstarter by anyone who 
holds that freedom and moral responsibility require agential 
control and that determinism is incompatible with such con-
trol. Sometimes it is claimed that agents do not control anything 
at all if determinism is true. That claim is false.

“As soon as any agent...judges it best to A, objective probabili-
ties for the various decisions open to the agent are set, and the 
probability of a decision to A is very high. Larger probabilities 
get a correspondingly larger segment of a tiny indeterministic 
neural roulette wheel in the agent’s head than do smaller prob-
abilities. A tiny neural ball bounces along the wheel; its landing 
in a particular segment is the agent’s making the corresponding 
decision. When the ball lands in the segment for a decision to 
A, its doing so is not just a matter of luck. After all, the design is 
such that the probability of that happening is very high. But the 
ball’s landing there is partly a matter of luck.

4	 Mele (1995) p. 213.
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“All libertarians who hold that A’s being a free action depends 
on its being the case that, at the time, the agent was able to do 
otherwise freely then should tell us what it could possibly be 
about an agent who freely A-ed at t in virtue of which it is true 
that, in another world with the same past and laws of nature, he 
freely does something else at t. Of course, they can say that the 
answer is “free will.” But what they need to explain then is how 
free will, as they understand it, can be a feature of agents — or, 
more fully, how this can be so where free will, on their account 
of it, really does answer the question. To do this, of course, they 
must provide an account of free will — one that can be tested 
for adequacy in this connection.” 5

Mele proposes his “modest libertarianism” to satisfy these 
needs. It includes a two-stage process that first generates random 
alternative possibilities, which is then followed by a determina-
tion stage. When he first mentioned his idea in 1995, Mele cited 
the similar “Valerian” example Daniel Dennett had proposed in 
1978 as something libertarians should want.

Note that both Dennett and Mele are skeptical that any such 
process exists, but note that Mele’s model does indeed satisfy most 
of the requirements for libertarian free will. 6

A Modest Libertarian Proposal (redux)
“According to typical event-causal libertarian views, the proxi-
mate causes of free actions indeterministically cause them. This 
is a consequence of the typical event-causal libertarian ideas 
that free actions have proximate causes and that if an agent 
freely A-s at t in world W, he does not A at t in some other pos-
sible world with the same laws of nature and the same past up 
to t. Now, approximate causes of actions, including actions that 
are decisions, are internal to agents.” 7

“In light of the general point about the proximate causation of 
actions, typical event-causal libertarianism encompasses a com-
mitment to what may be termed agent-internal indeterminism.

5	 Mele (2006) p. 7.
6	 See Chapter 5.
7	 Mele (2006) p. 9.
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“What I call modest libertarianism (see Mele 1995, pp. 211-
21) embraces that commitment, too, even though it rejects the 
idea that the proximate causes of free actions indeterministi-
cally cause the actions. Indeterministic worlds in which every 
instance of causation within any agent is deterministic are hos-
tile environments for libertarian freedom. What libertarians 
want that determinism precludes is not merely that agents have 
open to them more than one future that is compatible with 
the combination of the past and the laws of nature, but that, 
on some occasions, which possible future becomes actual is 
in some sense and to some degree up to the agents. The want 
something that seemingly requires that agents themselves be 
indeterministic in some suitable way - that some relevant things 
that happen under the skin are indeterministically caused by 
other such things. The focus is on psychological events, of 
course (as opposed, for example, to indeterministically caused 
muscle spasms), and, more specifically, on psychological events 
that have a significant bearing on action.

“Requiring internal indeterminism for free action and moral 
responsibility is risky. To be sure, quantum mechanics, accord-
ing to leading interpretations, is indeterministic. But indeter-
minism at that level does not ensure that any human brains 
themselves sometimes operate indeterministically, much less 
that they sometimes operate indeterministically in ways appro-
priate for free action and moral responsibility. One possibility, 
as David Hodgson reports, is that “in systems as hot, wet, and 
massive as neurons of the brain, quantum mechanical indeter-
minacies quickly cancel out, so that for all practical purposes 
determinism rules in the brain” (2002, p. 86). Another is that 
any indeterminism in the human brain is simply irrelevant to 
free action and moral responsibility. Modest libertarians join 
other event-causal libertarians in taking this risk.” 8

“In principle, an agent-internal indeterminism may provide for 
indeterministic agency while blocking or limiting our proxi-
mal control over what happens only at junctures at which we 
have no greater proximal control on the hypothesis that our 
universe is deterministic. Obviously, in those cases in which 

8	 Mele (2006) p. 10.
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we act on the basis of careful, rational deliberation, what we do 
is influenced by at least some of the considerations that “come 
to mind” — that is, become salient in consciousness — during 
deliberation and by our assessments of considerations. Now, 
even if determinism is true, it is false that, with respect to every 
consideration — every belief, desire, hypothesis, and so on — 
that comes to mind during our deliberation, we are in control of 
its coming to mind, and some considerations that come to mind 
without our being in control of their so doing may influence the 
outcome of our deliberation. Furthermore, a kind of internal 
indeterminism is imaginable that limits our control only in a 
way that gives us no less proximal control than we would have 
on the assumption that determinism is true, while opening up 
alternative deliberative outcomes. (Although, in a determinis-
tic world, it would never be a matter of genuine chance that a 
certain consideration came to mind during deliberation, it may 
still be a matter of luck relative to the agent’s sphere of control.) 
As I put it in Mele 1995, “Where compatibilists have no good 
reason to insist on determinism in the deliberative process as 
a requirement for autonomy, where internal indeterminism 
is, for all we know, a reality, and where such indeterminism 
would not diminish the nonultimate control that real agents 
exert over their deliberation even on the assumption that real 
agents are internally deterministic — that is, at the intersection 
of these three locations — libertarians may plump for ultimacy-
promoting indeterminism (p. 235). Modest libertarians try to 
stake out their view at this intersection.” 9

“One kind of possible deliberator may be so constituted that no 
beliefs and desires of his that are directly relevant to the topic of 
his current deliberation have a chance of not coming to mind 
during his deliberation, whereas it is causally open whether 
some of his indirectly relevant beliefs and desires will come to 
mind. The causally open possibilities of this kind do not need 
to be extensive to secure the possibility of more than one delib-
erative outcome. Modest libertarians both need and fear inter-
nal indeterminism, and they are disposed to constrain it when 
engaged in the project of inventing indeterministic agents who 
can act freely and morally responsibly.” 10

9	 Mele (2006) pp. 11-12.
10	 ibid.
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Alfred Mele here comes as close as any philosopher to my Cogito 
model of free will.

    “The modest indeterminism at issue allows agents ample 
control over their deliberation. Suppose a belief, hypothesis, or 
desire that is indirectly relevant to a deliberator’s present prac-
tical question comes to mind during deliberation but was not 
deterministically caused to do so. Presumably, a normal agent 
would be able to assess this consideration. And upon reflec-
tion might rationally reject the belief as unwarranted, rationally 
judge that the hypothesis does not merit investigation, or ratio-
nally decide that the desire should be given little or no weight in 
his deliberation. Alternatively reflection might rationally lead 
him to retain the belief, to pursue the hypothesis to give the 
desire significant weight. That a consideration is indeterministi-
cally caused to come to mind does not entail that the agent has 
no control over how he responds to it. Considerations that are 
indeterministically caused to come to mind (like considerations 
that are deterministically caused to come to mind) are nothing 
more than input to deliberation. Their coming to mind has at 
most an indirect effect on what the agent decides, an effect that 
is mediated by the agent’s assessment of them. They do not set-
tle matters. Moreover, not only do agents have the opportunity 
to assess these considerations, but they also have the opportu-
nity to search for additional relevant considerations before they 
decide, thereby increasing the probability that other relevant 
considerations will be indeterministically caused to come to 
mind. They have, then, at least sometimes, the opportunity to 
counteract instances of bad luck — for example, an indetermin-
istically caused coming to mind of a misleading consideration 
or, a chance failure to notice a relevant consideration. And giv-
en a suitable indeterminism regarding what comes to mind in 
an assessment process, there are causally open alternative pos-
sibilities for the conclusion or outcome of that process.” 11

“Compatibilists who hold that we act freely even when we are 
not in control of what happens at certain specific junctures in 
the process leading to action are in no position to hold that an 
indeterministic agent’s lacking control at the same junctures 

11	 Mele (2006) p. 12.
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precludes free action. And, again, real human beings are not 
in control of the coming to mind of everything that comes to 
mind during typical processes of deliberation. If this lack of 
perfect proximal control does not preclude its being the case 
that free actions sometimes issue from typical deliberation on 
the assumption that we are deterministic agents, it also does 
not preclude this on the assumption that we are indeterministic 
agents.

“Now, even if garden-variety compatibilists can be led to see 
that the problem of luck is surmountable by a libertarian, how 
are theorists of other kinds likely to respond to the libertar-
ian position that I have been sketching? There are, of course, 
philosophers who contend that moral responsibility and free-
dom are illusions and that we lack these properties whether 
our universe is deterministic or indeterministic — for example, 
Richard Double (1991) and Galen Strawson (1986).” 12

“Modest libertarians can also anticipate trouble from traditional 
libertarians, who want more than the modest indeterminism 
that I have described can offer. Clarke, who has done as much 
as anyone to develop an agent-causal libertarian view, criticizes 
event-causal libertarianism on the grounds that it adds no “pos-
itive” power of control to compatibilist control but simply plac-
es compatibilist control in an indeterministic setting. Of course, 
given that combining compatibilist control with indeterminism 
in a certain psychological sphere was my explicit strategy in 
constructing a modest libertarian position (Mele 1995, pp. 212-
13, 217), I do not see this as an objection. In any case, tradition-
al libertarians need to show that what they want is coherent.” 13

In my view, there is no avoiding luck in general, but keeping 
randomness out of the decision and action prevents it from un-
dermining control and responsibility

“That requires showing that what they want does not entail or 
presuppose a kind of luck that would itself undermine moral 
responsibility. The typical libertarian wants both indetermin-
ism and significant control at the moment of decision. That is 

12	 Mele (2006) pp. 13-14.
13	 Mele (2006) p. 14.
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the desire that prompts a serious version of the worry about 
luck I sketched earlier. In the absence of a plausible resolution 
of the worry, it is epistemically open that a modest libertarian 
proposal of the sort I sketched is the best a libertarian can do. 
Of course, even if I happen to hit on the best libertarian option, 
it does not follow that I have hit on the best option for believers 
in free action and moral responsibility — as long as compatibil-
ism is still in the running.” 14

But true compatibilism, which assumes determinism is true, is 
not in the running.  Mele and his colleagues have long ago given 
up hope for determinism being true. See the Strawson/Fischer/
Mele hypothesis below.

The Modest Libertarianism Process

Figure 26-1. Mele’s Modest Libertarianism.

Al Mele’s modest libertarianism provides what he calls an 
“incompatibilist” first stage (he means indeterminist) and a com-
patibilist second stage (he means determinist). 

Mele does not (as do many philosophers since a mistaken read-
ing of R. E. Hobart’s 1934 Mind article) think this determination 
of the will would imply pre-determinism. 

Mele locates the randomness in the incompatibilist first stage 
of his two-stage model, where alternative possibilities are gener-
ated. 

Mele’s model is similar to Dennett’s, but he does not argue for 
Dennett’s pseudo-random (deterministic) randomness. Howev-
er, because Mele is agnostic about the truth of determinism and 
indeterminism, he does not discuss the importance of quantum 
randomness explicitly.

14	 Mele (2006) p. 14.
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Mele’s Other Models for Free Will
Being a self-proclaimed “agnostic” on these questions, Mele 

has developed both compatibilist and libertarian positions. His 
position on compatibilism needs some explaining. He says that 
because contemporary compatibilists (he mentions especially 
John Martin Fischer) attend to what modern quantum physics 
tell us, the overwhelming majority do not believe that determin-
ism is true. 

One might then ask what they think free will is compatible 
with, if not determinism. The answer is that they believe that 
even if determinism were true, it would leave it open that people 
sometimes act freely. “Freely” here is in the compatibilist sense of 
free will that Immanuel Kant called a “wretched subterfuge and 
William James called a “quagmire of evasion.” I call their idea the 
Strawson/Fischer/Mele Hypothesis.

Mele says this is the traditional framing of the problem of 
whether “free action” (to be distinguished from free will”) is pre-
cluded by determinism. Ever since Hume, as long as an agent is 
not coerced physically, her/his actions could be judged to be free, 
even if they are part of a deterministic causal chain. But “freedom 
of action” (Isaiah Berlin’s negative liberty) is distinctly not free-
dom of the will. See Chapter 3. 

Mele’s 1995 Modest Libertarianism discussed above is Mele’s 
strongest two-stage model. In 1996 he developed a related posi-
tion called “Soft Libertarianism,” useful in the context of Frank-
furt-style cases. Then in his 2006 work he developed a variation 
called “Daring Soft Libertarianism.”

Soft Libertarianism
Soft libertarians find determinism unacceptable because it 

claims that for all their intentions, evaluations, decisions, and sub-
sequent actions, events were in progress before they were born 
that cause all those intentions and actions. This is the core concern 
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of Peter van Inwagen’s Consequence Argument. Soft libertar-
ians are not primarily motivated because indeterminism may 
provide the alternative possibilities that are denied by Frankfurt 
cases, but simply that the causal chain of determinism might be 
broken, allowing them to make a causal contribution. He says,

“Unlike hard libertarians, soft libertarians leave it open that 
determinism is compatible with our actions’ being up to us in 
a way conducive to freedom and moral responsibility [presum-
ably in the second stage of a two-stage model?]. However, they 
believe that a more desirable freedom and moral responsibility 
require that our actions not be parts of the unfolding of deter-
ministic chains of events that were in progress even before we 
were born. If soft libertarians can view themselves as making 
some choices or decisions that are not deterministically caused 
or that are deterministically caused by, for example, something 
that includes deliberative judgments that are not themselves 
deterministically caused, then they can view themselves as ini-
tiating some causal processes that are not intermediate links in 
a long deterministic causal chain extending back near the big 
bang.” 15

Soft libertarianism differs from modest libertarianism in that 
it does not require robust alternative possibilities. But, somewhat 
inconsistently?, Mele says (p.113) that soft libertarians do not 
assert that free action and moral responsibility require the falsity 
of determinism. Mele briefly mentions a “soft compatibilism,” but 
does not develop it beyond saying that “soft compatibilism leaves 
soft libertarianism open but is not committed to it.”

Daring Soft Libertarianism
In his 2006 book Free Will and Luck, Mele extended his soft 

libertarian idea to “Daring Soft Libertarianism.” Mele reaches out 
to Robert Kane’s idea of Ultimate Responsibility, in which we 
can be responsible for current actions, ones that are essentially 
determined by our character and values, as long as we formed 

15	 Mele (2006) p. 97.
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that character ourselves by earlier free actions that he calls Self-
Forming Actions (SFAs). SFAs in turn require brains that are not 
deterministically caused by anything outside the agent.

Some may argue that a modest libertarianism gives libertarians 
all the openness they can get without introducing into an agent 
a kind of openness that entails freedom-precluding and respon-
sibility-precluding luck. But libertarians like Kane will not settle 
for such modest libertarianism. For them, Mele developed a more 
daring soft libertarian view, DSL.

Daring soft libertarians, he says, especially value a power to 
make decisions that are not deterministically caused - a certain 
initiatory power. They opt for event-causal soft libertarianism 
(p. 113). They do not like decisions made indeterministically or 
at random, what Mele calls basically free action. But they accept 
what Mele calls basically* free action (note the asterisk), whose 
requirement for alternative possibilities at the time of action are 
reduced, but whose requirement for indeterministic free actions 
some time in the past (Kane’s SFAs?) is intact (p. 115).

They can then replace the indeterministic connection between 
judgments and actions with a deterministic one (p. 117). (Note 
this can only be the adequate determinism of the two-stage mod-
els like Mele’s modest libertarianism.)

Mele says that,
    “Part of what DSLs are driving at in their claims about influ-
ence is that probabilities of actions — practical probabilities — 
for agents are not always imposed on agents. Through their past 
behavior, agents shape present practical probabilities, and in 
their present behavior they shape future practical probabilities. 
The relationship between agents and the probabilities of their 
actions is very different from the relationship between dice and 
the probabilities of outcomes of tosses. In the case of dice, of 
course, the probabilities of future tosses are independent of the 
outcomes of past tosses. However, the probabilities of agents’ 
future actions are influenced by their present and past actions.”16

16	 Mele (2006) p. 122.
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    “DSLs maintain that in the vast majority of cases of basi-
cally* free actions and actions for which agents are basically* 
morally responsible, agents have some responsibility for the rel-
evant practical probabilities... These chances are not dictated by 
external forces, and they are influenced by basically* free and 
morally responsible actions the agents performed in the past.” 17

The Strawson/Fischer/Mele Hypothesis
Mele tells me that he and John Martin Fischer subscribe 

to the view that “even if determinism were true, we would still 
have free will.” 18 This can only be what Immanuel Kant calls 
the “wretched subterfuge” of  “compatibilist free will.” As I see 
it, this hypothesis derives from two sources. First, there is P. F. 
Strawson’s view that whether determinism or indeterminism is 
true, we would not be willing to give up moral responsibility.  Sec-
ond, there is Fischer’s view that free will is only the “control condi-
tion” for moral responsibility. 

So we can restate the hypothesis as “even if determinism were 
true, we would still have moral responsibility.” Determinism is not 
“true,” but with this hypothesis I can completely agree.

And I can go farther and formulate what might be called the 
Strawson/Doyle hypothesis - “even if indeterminism is true, we 
still have free will and moral responsibility.” In my two-stage 
model, indeterminism in the first stage does not prevent our will 
and our actions from being adequately determined by reasons, 
motives, feelings, etc., as compatibilists have always wanted. But 
the existence of indeterminism in the first stage means that our 
actions were not pre-determined from the moment just before 
we began to generate alternative possibilities for our actions, let 
alone from before we were born or from the origin of the universe.

Thoughts come to us freely. Actions go from us willfully.
First chance, then choice. First “free,” then “will.”

17	 ibid. p. 123.
18	 Personal communication.
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Mele and the Libet Experiments
Mele has lectured and written extensively on interpretations of 

the Libet experiments.19 (See Chapter 17.) He has debated Daniel 
Wegner, the Harvard psychologist and author of The Illusion of 
Conscious Will, who claims that the experiments deny free will.

Mele’s main criticism is what he sees as a systematic bias in data 
collection. All the Libet experiments work by permanently storing 
the last few seconds of data that have been collected, when trig-
gered by detecting the wrist flex itself. 

If there is no wrist flex, there is no data collected. The equally 
likely (in my view) cases of a rise in the readiness potential (RP) 
followed by no wrist flex would have been systematically ignored 
by Libet’s method of data collection.

It seems to imply a one-to-one relationship between initial rise 
in RP and the flex, which is misinterpreted as a causal relationship.

I explain the initial rise in the readiness potential as the first 
stage in my Cogito model, where alternative possibilities for 
action are being considered, including to flex or not to flex. See 
pages 241-3 for more details.

Big Questions in Free Will
Mele directs a four-year project at Florida State funded with 

$4.4 million from the Templeton Foundation. He will be offering 
multiple $40,000/year post-doc positions. We can expect some 
significant new research on the free-will problem over the next 
four years. My hope is that the post-docs will read this book.

Mele in Barcelona
You can see a discussion between Mele, Robert Kane, and 

myself on YouTube debating whether two-stage models should be 
called “determined,” because the word implies pre-determinism 
to so many philosophers, and our two-stage models are distinctly 
not pre-determined.20 

19	 Mele (2010)
20	 www.youtube.com/watch?v=iwDZUXr6dIc
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What If?

What If?
What if Libertarians Had Accepted What 

Over thirty years ago, Daniel Dennett proposed a decision-
making model that he thought would appeal to libertarians. 
Unfortunately, libertarians largely ignored Dennett’s proposal. 

The history of the free-will problem would have been quite dif-
ferent if libertarians had accepted and credited what I might call 
“Dennett’s Dangerous Idea.” I imagine the difference below.

In chapter 15 of his 1978 book Brainstorms, entitled “On Giving 
Libertarians What They Say They Want,” Dennett articulated the 
case for a two-stage model of free will better than most libertar-
ians had done before.1  

Dennett concluded his essay optimistically, but he sounds very 
much like Ted Honderich in the concern that his determinism 
inspires despair (Honderich calls it dismay. See Chapter 23).

“Even if one embraces the sort of view I have outlined, the 
deterministic view of the unbranching and inexorable history 
of the universe can inspire terror or despair, and perhaps the 
libertarian is right that there is no way to allay these feelings 
short of a brute denial of determinism. Perhaps such a denial, 
and only such a denial, would permit us to make sense of the 
notion that our actual lives are created by us over time out of 
possibilities that exist in virtue of our earlier decisions; that we 
trace a path through a branching maze that both defines who 
we are, and why, to some extent (if we are fortunate enough 
to maintain against all vicissitudes the integrity of our delib-
erational machinery) we are responsible for being who we are. 
That prospect deserves an investigation of its own. All I hope to 
have shown here is that it is a prospect we can and should take 
seriously.“ 2

1	 Dennett (1978), p. 293. See Chapter 25 for more on Dennett’s Valerian model.
2	 Dennett (1978), p. 299

Dan Dennett Gave To Them In 1978?
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I, for one, took Dennett very seriously. When I read this pas-
sage, my immediate reaction was that Dennett had invented the 
two-stage model that was my Cogito model3 from the early 1970’s, 
with the exception of my basing the random generation of alter-
native possibilities on true quantum randomness. 

I was convinced that other scientists and philosophers would 
add quantum randomness to Dennett’s model and soon publish 
the equivalent of my Cogito model. I set my philosophy aside and 
continued to entrepreneur and develop productivity tools.

At the Barcelona “Experts Meeting” on Free Will in October 
2010, Robert Kane says that he also had independently thought of 
Dennett’s two-stage model but did not publish it. He says he want-
ed “something more,” because once the alternatives are spelled out 
in the first stage, the second-stage decision is “determined” by the 
agent’s character and values. 

I agree with Kane that decisions are adequately determined, 
given the agent’s character, values, etc., but that they are not pre-
determined from before the first considerations are generated 
and deliberations began.

The “something more” that Kane wants is some randomness 
in the decision itself, something he calls “plural rationality.” This 
allows the agent to flip a coin as long as she has good reasons for 
whatever she chooses randomly. Kane gives an example of a busi-
nesswoman on the way to a meeting who witnesses an assault 
and must decide between aiding the victim and continuing to her 
work. Note that Dennett had already described a similar case in 
Brainstorms - a new Ph.D. who could choose randomly between 
assistant professorships at Chicago and Swarthmore. She could 
have an “intelligible rationale” and feel responsible whichever way 
she decided, because both ways had good reasons. 4

And note that Kane, like me, specifically is trying to use quan-
tum randomness as the basis for a free-will model, where Dennett 
thinks some computer pseudo-randomness might be enough to 

3 	 See Chapter 13	
4	 Dennett (1978), p. 294



355

Ch
ap

te
r 2

7

What If?

generate alternatives. Neither of them could see where such ran-
domness would be located in the brain, without making every-
thing random. Kane and I differ primarily in the timing of the 
quantum randomness, I put it in the first stage, he in the second.

Neither Kane nor Dennett see the randomness located through-
out the brain, like my model.

It takes two - Cogito and Intelligo
In chapter 5 of Brainstorms, Dennett described the work of 

the poet Paul Valéry, who took part in a 1936 Synthése confer-
ence in Paris with Jacques Hadamard. The conference focused 
on Henri Poincare’s two-stage approach to problem solving, 
in which the unconscious generates random combinations. In 
his book, The Psychology of Invention in the Mathematical Mind, 
Hadamard quoted Valéry  (as did Dennett later), summarizing the 
conference opinion, 

“It takes two to invent anything. The one makes up combina-
tions; the other one chooses, recognizes what is important to 
him in the mass of things which the former has imparted to 
him.” 5

The Valéry reference has led to Dennett’s model (and similar 
ones from Alfred Mele, for example) being called “Valerian.” At 
the end of chapter 5, Dennett finds names for the generator and 
tester phases in St. Augustine’s note that the Latin cogito means to 
“shake together” and intelligo means to “select among.”

“The Romans, it seems, knew what they were talking about,” 
Dennett comments. 

Actually, most Romans were Stoics. And they violently opposed 
Epicureans like Lucretius, who argued for some chance (the 
swerve) to break the chain of determinism. For the Stoics, and 
for modern determinists who crave strong natural causal laws, 
chance is anathema and atheistic. For them, Nature was synony-
mous with God and Reason.

5	 Hadamard (1949), p.30, cited by Dennett (1978), p.293.
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What If Kane and Dennett Had Done Otherwise?
Dan Dennett’s phone rings a short time after publication of his 

1978 book, Brainstorms.
Kane: Hi, Dan. This is Bob Kane. I’ve just been reading your 

essay “On Giving Libertarians What They Say They Want” and 
see a lot to like in it. You know that Wilfrid Sellars challenged 
me some years ago to reconcile his Manifest Image, in which we 
all feel we have free will, with his Scientific Image, in which phys-
ics either makes everything determined, in which case we are not 
free, or if modern quantum mechanics is right, everything is un-
determined and we can’t have responsibility for our actions.

Dennett: Good to hear from you, Bob. You know, I am a natu-
ralist and think the will is a natural product of physical laws and 
biological evolution, so Sellars’ Scientific Image should be good 
enough. And Sellars is a Compatibilist, like me.

Kane: I know, but I feel we need something more than your 
decision-making model with its intelligent selection from what 
may be a partially arbitrary or chaotic or random production 
of options. Don’t you see that the agent would be determined to 
select the best option from those which were randomly generated, 
consistent with the agent’s reasons, motives, feelings, etc.? Liber-
tarians want something more, some freedom in the decision itself.

Dennett: What’s wrong with our actions being determined by 
our reasons and motives? R. E. Hobart said in 1934 that free will 
requires some determination, otherwise, our actions would be 
random and we wouldn’t be responsible.

Kane: Right, but I think I can show that randomness does not 
always eliminate responsibility. I have this idea that a business-
woman could be torn between helping a victim and going on to 
her business meeting. She has good reasons for doing either one 
and she could feel responsible even if she acted indeterministi-
cally. What do you think?

Dennett: I agree. I showed the same thing, with my example 
of a new Ph.D. choosing between the University of Chicago and 
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Swarthmore. Her choice would depend on what considerations 
happened to come to her before her decision. But luck is real. I 
think we need to keep randomness out of the decision and limit 
it to generating options, what you libertarians call the alternative 
possibilities.

Kane: Well, having alternative possibilities (I call them AP) is 
not enough. I want what I call Ultimate Responsibility (or UR). 
That needs what I call a self-forming action (an SFA) in which the 
choice is a torn decision like that of the businesswoman.

Dennett: But if that torn decision is ultimately based on a coin 
flip, or a quantum event in your brain amplified to the neuron 
level, as Compton suggested, it would be random actions that 
form your self. Is that intelligible?

Kane: I’m not happy with it. I concede that indeterminism, 
wherever it occurs, diminishes control over what we try to do.

Dennett: I think that my model installs indeterminism in the 
right place for a libertarian, if there is a right place at all.

Kane: I haven’t figured out the location and the mechanism of 
amplification, but something like quantum randomness must be 
going on in our brains if we are free.

Dennett: Isn’t it the case that my proposed model for human 
deliberation can do as well with a random-but-deterministic gen-
eration process as with a causally undetermined process?

Kane: Don’t pseudo-random number generators always have 
an algorithm that determines them?  Wouldn’t the author of that 
algorithm determine your life, like Laplace’s demon? And aren’t 
computer algorithms quintessentially artificial and not natural? 

Dennett: You have a point. Quantum randomness is no doubt 
more natural than the pseudo-random number generators we 
cognitive scientists are using in artificial intelligence and compu-
tational models of the mind.

Kane: I could perhaps agree that randomness should be limited 
to generating ideas for your intelligent selection process, if you 
would agree that the randomness could be quantum randomness.

What If?
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Dennett: I never denied the existence of quantum randomness. 
I’m just not convinced it is necessary for free will.

Kane: It seems to be necessary, if we want to break the causal 
chain that pre-determines every event since the beginning of the 
universe. The cosmic-rays that cause genetic variations are irre-
ducibly random quantum events. Otherwise, every new biological 
species would have been pre-determined at the universe creation. 
That would satisfy the intelligent design crowd. Do we want to do 
that?

Dennett: Absolutely not. Did you see that Karl Popper 
recently gave a lecture at Darwin College, Cambridge, and he 
likened free will to genetic evolution? He said that the selection of 
a kind of behavior out of a randomly offered repertoire may be an 
act of free will. 

I can quote him. He said
“I am an indeterminist; and in discussing indeterminism I have 
often regretfully pointed out that quantum indeterminacy does 
not seem to help us;  for the amplification of something like, say, 
radioactive disintegration processes would not lead to human 
action or even animal action, but only to random movements.  

“I have changed my mind on this issue.  A choice process may 
be a selection process, and the selection may be from some 
repertoire of random events, without being random in its turn. 
This seems to me to offer a promising solution to one of our 
most vexing problems, and one by downward causation.”

Popper says he changed his mind! Not usual for a philosopher. 
He compared free will to natural selection. Again I quote him:

“New ideas have a striking similarity to genetic mutations. Now, 
let us look for a moment at genetic mutations. Mutations are, 
it seems, brought about by quantum theoretical indeterminacy 
(including radiation effects). Accordingly, they are also probabi-
listic and not in themselves originally selected or adequate, but 
on them there subsequently operates natural selection which 
eliminates inappropriate mutations. Now we could conceive 
of a similar process with respect to new ideas and to free-will 
decisions, and similar things.” 
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Dennett: What do you think, Bob? Could libertarians accept 
this as the most plausible and practical model for free will? It has 
your quantum randomness but also my limiting randomness to 
the consideration-generator in my decision-making model.

Kane: Perhaps I should accept your point (and Hobart’s) that 
our willed decisions need to be determinations. Ever since Hume, 
you Compatibilists have insisted that free will can be reconciled 
with some determinism. I guess I should go along. 

Dennett: And I can accept quantum indeterminism as a 
natural part of the free-will process. If Hume reconciled free will 
with determinism, perhaps we can say that we reconciled it with 
indeterminism?

Kane: Sounds good to me. My Libertarian friends, most of 
whom had little appetite for my idea that genuine quantum 
randomness helps with the free will problem, might be pleased 
with your two-part Valerian idea, if quantum indeterminism in 
the right place does no harm to the will.

Dennett: Compatibilists, and most of my friends are compat-
ibilists, will be delighted that they were right all along insisting 
on compatibility with some determinism, to make their actions 
reasons responsive. What should we call our compromises?

Kane: Maybe a “corrected” or more comprehensive compati-
bilism?  Since you compatibilists are in the majority, I think you 
should keep the naming rights. And “Libertarian” is too easily 
confused with the politicians anyway.

Dennett: That sounds good to me. Comprehensive 
compatibilism makes free will compatible with both some deter-
minism and some indeterminism, both in the right places at last. 6 

6	 If Dennett and Kane could have seen this compromise, today I would just be 
writing the history of philosophy, instead of helping to make the history of philosophy 
with the two-stage model for comprehensive compatibilism. See the next chapter.

What If?
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Comprehensive 

Comprehensive compatibilists believe that Free Will can be 
reconciled both with adequate determinism (as David Hume and 
R.E. Hobart believed) and with indeterminism (as many think-
ers since William James and I believe).

Comprehensive compatibilists also believe in a free will model 
that is compatible with biological evolution, a human free will that 
could have evolved naturally from “behavioral freedom” in lower 
animals. The two-stage model is thus triply compatible.

Free will is not a metaphysical mystery or gift of God. It evolved 
from a natural biophysical property of all organisms

Comprehensive compatibilists believe that normally actions 
are adequately determined by deliberations prior to a decision, 
including one’s character and values, one’s feelings and desires, 
in short, one’s reasons and motives. They believe that free will is 
“reasons responsive.” This is traditional self-determination.

Comprehensive compatibilists put limits on both determinism 
and indeterminism. Pure chance, irreducible randomness, or 
quantum indeterminacy in the two-stage model of free will is 
limited in the first stage to generating alternative possibilities. 

But also note that sometimes we can “deliberately” choose to 
act randomly, when there is no obvious reason to do one thing 
rather than another. This resembles the ancient “liberty of indif-
ference,” which I call undetermined liberty. 

Comprehensive compatibilists believe that humans are free 
from strict physical determinism - or pre-determinism, and all 
the other diverse forms of determinism.1

 They accept the existence of ontological chance, but believe 
that when chance is the direct and primary cause of actions, it 
precludes agent control and moral responsibility.

1	 See Chapter 9.

Compatibilism
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Note that for information philosophy and its theory of values, 
there is a critical separation of the question of free will from ques-
tions about moral responsibility.2

The existence of free will is a scientific question for physics, 
biology, psychology, and neuroscience.

Moral responsibility, on the other hand, is a cultural ques-
tion for ethicists and sociologists. Information philosophy also 
separates responsibility from the ideas of retributive punishment, 
which is still another social and cultural question.

Libertarians believe that determinism and freedom are incom-
patible. Freedom requires some form of indeterminism. 

But the two-stage models of free will favored by comprehen-
sive compatibilists also require adequate determination of an 
action by the agent’s motives and reasons, following deliberation 
and evaluation of the alternative possibilities for action gener-
ated by that indeterminism. This we call self-determination.

Critics of libertarianism (both determinists and compatibilists) 
attack the view of some extreme libertarians that chance is the 
direct cause of actions or even that actions are not caused at all. If 
an agent’s decisions are not connected in any way with character 
and other personal properties, they rightly claim that the agent 
can hardly be held responsible for them.

Robert Kane’s “torn decisions” and Self-Forming Actions 
are an exception to this criticism, because the agent has excel-
lent reasons and has put in great efforts for acting whichever way 
the ultimate decision goes. Kane’s SFAs are special cases of our  
undetermined liberties.3

Many determinists and perhaps most compatibilists now accept 
the idea that quantum physics requires real indeterminism in the 
universe. Comprehensive compatibilists can agree with them that 
if indeterministic chance were the direct and primary cause of our 
actions, that would not be freedom with responsibility.

Although any quantum event is probabilistic, quantum pro-
cesses in macroscopic objects like biological organisms are highly 
regular, because of the statistical law of large numbers. Even in 

2	 See Chapter 20.
3	 See Chapter 24. and page 365.
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microscopic structures like atoms and molecules, it is quantum 
mechanics that provides the phenomenal stability of such struc-
tures over cosmic lifetimes.

I hope that determinists and compatibilists might also agree 
that if chance is not a direct and primary cause of our actions, 
such chance would do no harm to responsibility. In this case, 
comprehensive compatibilists should be able to convince some 
hard determinists of their position. 

In a personal communication, Galen Strawson agrees that 
comprehensive compatibilism offers a “kind of freedom that is 
available” to us. If chance is limited to providing real alternative 
possibilities to be considered by the adequately determined will, 
it provides an intelligible freedom and can explain both freedom 
and creativity.

 Comprehensive compatibilists can give the determinists, at 
least the compatibilists, the kind of freedom they say they want, 
one that provides an adequately determined will and actions for 
which we can take responsibility.

As to the indeterminists,  they should know that the model of 
comprehensive compatibilism uses indeterminism in two places, 
first in the generation of alternative possibilities in the first stage 
of the two-stage model, and then, when the two-stage model does 
not result in a single act of self-determination, in Robert Kane’s  
cases of the “torn” decisions of Self-Forming Actions.

I should note that Kane is concerned that my attempt to change 
the terminology of the free will debates will only confuse issues 
further. I am sensitive to that criticism. But in my opinion, the 
emphasis on Peter van Inwagen’s “incompatibilism” (discussed 
in Chapter 6) has set back understanding. In any case, my goal is 
only to restore the traditional terminology, to reconcile liberty not 
with necessity, but with self-determination.

What could be simpler than a return to the traditional categories 
of the free will debates, with the new insight that my two-stage 
model can reconcile free will with both adequate determinism and 
indeterministic libertarianism?
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A Taxonomy for Comprehensive Compatibilism

Libertarianism

Compatibilism

Determinism

Comprehensive

Figure 28-1. A simplified taxonomy of free will categories   

You will recognize the traditional taxonomy of Chapter 6, but 
instead of the compatibilists being determinists who euphemisti-
cally call their position “free will,” they now have an element of 
genuine, but limited, indeterminism, to provide them with origi-
nation, creativity, and to make them the authors of their lives.

How Comprehensive Compatibilism  

The physical location of indeterminacy in the brain4 and the 
timing of chance mental events relative to the decision are the two 
most critical problems for any model of libertarian free will. 

 

Figure 28-2. Decisions considered as a point in time.

My two-stage Cogito model of free will expands the decision 
from a single point in time between the “fixed past” and the future. 

It becomes a two-stage process, first a “free” stage, then a “will” 
stage.” Each of these takes some time.

Note that the two-stage model explains how an agent can be in 
exactly the “same circumstances,” and given the fixed past and the 
laws of nature, the agent can nevertheless act differently, that is to 
say, choose to do otherwise. 5

4	 See informationphilosopher.com.freedom/location.html
5	 See Chapter 13, p. 199 for more details.

Does Otherwise in the Same Circumstances
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Figure 28-3. Doing otherwise in the “same circumstances.”

This is because the decision is at the end point of a temporal 
process that begins with those “same” circumstances. The decision-
making process is not an instant in time. 

Note also that the decision is not determined as soon as possi-
bilities are generated and the alternatives evaluated. The agent may 
decide that none of the options is good enough and, time permit-
ting, go back to “think again,” to generate more possibilities. 

The decision is adequately determined, but it is not pre-
determined from the “fixed past” just before the circumstances.

We can now integrate Robert Kane’s Self-Forming Actions 
(SFAs) into comprehensive compatibilism. My Two-Stage Model 
and Kane’s Self-Forming Actions are connected seamlessly in a 
temporal sequence. The sequence uses indeterminism at the start, 
to generate alternative possibilities for action that could not have 
been pre-determined, and it again uses indeterminism at the end, 
in those cases where the second-stage of the two-stage model can 
not narrow down the possibilities to a single self-determined action. 

Figure 28-4. Undetermined liberties and self-determination.

Undetermined liberties include Kane’s SFAs, which are “torn” 
decisions that require effort to resolve conflicts between moral and 
prudential choices. See Chapter 24.
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Ending The Scandal
The main goal of the Information Philosopher website has 

been to provide students everywhere with the resources they need 
to be more knowledgeable than their professors on some classical 
problems of philosophy that remain unsolved today. Free will is 
the most important of these problems.

I hope also that professors can find some new information they 
need to improve on things they learned from their teachers. 

Our goal is to break the great causal chain of sophisticated but 
unproductive arguments, sophistical and paradoxical dialogues, 
logical puzzles and language games that are still worth teaching 
as history of philosophy, but are hopelessly inadequate as philo-
sophical principles for the free and creative young minds we are 
preparing for an open future in which they author their own lives.  

We cannot solve the problem of free will with logical paradoxes, 
despite centuries of clever determinisms designed to limit the 
freedom of our “finite” minds by comparison with the “infinite” 
power of the laws of Nature and of Nature’s God.

And we cannot dis-solve the pseudo-problem of free will with 
language games that dress old concepts in new jargon, that change 
the subject from free will to moral responsibility, that change 
the debate from determinism to the impossibility of alternative 
possibilities, and that change the momentous contest between 
free will and determinism to juggling words like compatibilism 
and incompatibilism.

Compatibilism is a “quagmire of evasion,” said William James.  
Peter van Inwagen’s reframing the problem as “incompatibil-
ism” is a “tarpit of confusion,” I say, because it puts libertarians 
and hard determinists in the same category.

One way to look at the moral scandal that concerns me is to 
focus on the actualism of compatibilist and determinist philoso-
phers. They believe that there is but one possible actual future. 

This is not the message that academic philosophers should be 
delivering to students, especially because determinism cannot be 
proved, and current scientific evidence is to the contrary.
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Aristotle made clear the essential difference between the 
actual and the possible. Something was actual for Aristotle when 
it happened, when it realized its end or purpose. Otherwise it had 
the power or potential to be otherwise. 1

The last thing we want to tell young people is that they have 
no potential, that their future is already determined. It’s not only 
poor philosophy and bad psychology, it’s terrible science. 

Men are not machines, and minds are not computers.
As Martin Heisenberg has shown us, even the lowest organ-

isms are autonomous and have the behavioral freedom to realize 
their goals, to go from the possible to the actual.  

“A hallmark of biological organisms is their autonomy. In 
evolutionary terms, their autonomy allowed them to invent 
active locomotion (automobility = locomotion not caused from 
the outside) and to explore space. For going multicellular, cells 
had to give up behavioral autonomy and those new creatures 
had to reinvent automobility via the nervous system and even-
tually the brain. Self-ness turned animals with brains into sub-
jects. In my view the Self is a decisive feature in the evolution of 
freedom. This allows for strong ownership. Behavior has to be 
our own to be well adaptive.” 2

 How can determinist and compatibilist philosophers convince 
themselves that the causal laws of nature imply just one actual 
future, when causality is not provable and the laws only statistical? 
We must go back to David Hume to understand this.

Our Natural Belief in Free Will
David Hume’s skepticism showed the inability of logic to 

“prove” facts in the physical world. No number of regular succes-
sions of event A followed by event B can prove that A causes B. 

Hume the Skeptic thus denied causality. But Hume the Natu-
ralist said that we have a natural belief in causality. Similarly, we 
have a natural belief in the uniformity of nature. The sun will rise 
tomorrow. The laws of nature are not changing, so the past is a 
reliable guide to the future. None of these beliefs is logically true. 
But they all are plausible and have significant practical value.

1	 actual = entelechy (ἐν + τέλος + ἔχειν), possible = dynamis (δύναμις)
2	 Personal communication (2011).
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Hume was an empiricist. He based his ideas on observed 
experience. But he had a theoretical model for human nature. He 
based it on Isaac Newton’s equations of motion that describe 
the physical world. At that time, it appeared that Newton’s laws 
were so perfect at explaining phenomena that they must be neces-
sary. Hume equated physical necessity with logical necessity, and 
even with moral necessity, in which human volitions are caused by 
motives, and motives are caused by prior events. 

The debates today as between free will and determinism were 
then debates between “liberty” and “necessity.” Liberty was 
thought to involve chance events or mental events (the “will”) not 
caused by prior events. Hume denied the existence of chance and 
any other uncaused events. Following Hobbes, he defined free-
dom as freedom from external coercion, e.g., being in chains or in 
jail.

Hume’s model of the mind as governed by physical laws “re-
duced” the mind, and indeed all living things, to material physical 
systems. But as Aristotle first noted, biological systems are dif-
ferent. They have a purpose or goal. Aristotle called it telos. 

The simplest molecules that were precursors of life “learned” 
to replicate themselves, at which point their elemental goal was to 
maintain themselves (preserve their information, using negative 
entropy from the sun) and replicate themselves. Chance errors in 
the replication created different molecules, some of which were 
better replicators, and the rest is biological history.

 Even very young children intuitively know Aristotle’s es-
sential difference between inanimate physical objects, which fol-
low natural laws, and living things, which can originate actions, 
can behave differently in the same circumstances, and which can 
make choices.

To choose is to decide between alternative possibilities. That 
these are real and not apparent is because chance, which Hume 
and his contemporaries denied as absurd and atheistical, is the 
source of novelty, creativity, and new information in the universe.

Hume’s dream of a classical mechanical Newtonian Mind as his 
explanation for human nature, following the same deterministic 
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causal physical laws as freely falling apples and the orbiting plan-
ets, is a philosophical failure. It fails for the same reason that Ein-
stein’s dream of a deterministic and causal explanation for the 
merely statistical laws of quantum mechanics has failed. Nature 
does play dice.

And until the die is cast, until the mind decides, until the 
information about the decision is recorded, our choices are free.

Remember that the causal explanations that Hume and Einstein 
wanted are not provable logically or by sophisticated language 
claims. Causality is a natural belief, beyond logic and language.

But there is a competing and more vital natural belief, also un-
provable, namely that we have free will and can take responsibility 
for our choices.

Without chances and possibilities, choices are not real. Without 
an initial chance stage, the choice stage would be pre-determined. 

My two-stage model is not a monolithic “free will.”  It is a pro-
cess, first chance, then choice, first “free,” then “will.” 

Our thoughts are free. Our actions are willed.
Most actions are “determined” by the “de-liberations” that we 

call self-determination. But these were not pre-determined from 
the “fixed past” just before our deliberations began. 

Others of our actions are undetermined liberties. When our 
deliberations do not produce a single possible action, we can 
choose any of the equally attractive options remaining, and take 
full responsibility for whichever one we finally choose. Closely 
related to the ancient liberum arbitrium, these undetermined 
liberties only become self-determined in the moment of choice.   

Figure 29-1. The Two-Stage Cogito Model of Free Will.

Decision

Generate
Possibilities

Evaluate
AlternativesFixed Past Future

Undetermined
Liberties

De-liberated
Self-Determination

Think Again!
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Two-Step Processes
Why two steps, two-stages, two parts? You will need to know a 

bit more about information philosophy than there was room for in 
the introduction to this book on free will. I hope those of you with a 
serious interest in philosophy will become information philosophers 
and help me with I-Phi.

For now, it’s enough to know three important two-step processes.
1) The cosmic creation process requires two steps.3 The first is a 

microscopic quantum (hence indeterministic) event that forms an 
information structure. The second is a macroscopic thermodynamic 
event, in which the entropy and energy that would destroy a new 
information structure, if it stayed around, is carried away to a dark 
corner of the universe.

2) Biological evolution is a two-step process. The first is a 
microscopic change in the genetic code of an organism, its central 
information structure. The change is usually the result of a quantum 
event, like a cosmic-ray collision with the DNA. The second step is 
the natural selection of some changes because they are reproduc-
tively successful and propagate.

3) The third two-step process to create information is free will.

The Two-Stage Cogito Model of Free Will  
The first step is random thoughts about alternative possibilities 

for action that are generated in the mind, generated in part because 
of quantum-level noise in the brain’s information structure as it 
recalls past experiences to help with its deliberations. 

The second step is normally an adequately determined decision 
following an adequately determined evaluation of the options. It 
includes the ability to “think again,” to go back and generate more 
options as needed. And we can always “flip a coin” when there is no 
clear best option. 

In such cases, the final decision itself can be undetermined. The 
brain has access to quantum level events. It can see a single photon 
and smell a single molecule. So when it makes an undetermined 

3	 See the next chapter.
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decision, it may access quantum level indeterminacy. But a random 
decision does not necessarily imply lack of responsibility. 4

The two-stage model for free will explains how we “can do 
otherwise in exactly the same circumstances.” 5 And it shows how 
our decisions are not pre-determined, not even determined by the 
fixed past and the laws of nature at the moment the generation of 
alternative possibilities begins. 

If you agree that this two-stage model deserves to be considered 
in philosophy classes today, I believe we need to formulate some 
brief ways for you to frame the problem historically in the context of 
past proposed solutions. And then some very simple explanations 
of the proposed new solution.

How You Can Make the Best Case for Free Will
 If you have read a significant part of this book, then you are 

well-equipped to discuss the two-stage model in depth. But can you 
explain it in a few lines to your friends and even to scholars like 
philosophy professors who may have fixed views on the subject?

I suggest that one way to start is to situate the problem and the 
solution historically as follows, in three parts.

Part 1 - Reconciling Free Will with Adequate Determinism
David Hume, in his “Of Liberty and Necessity,” section VII of 

the 1748 Enquiries concerning Human Understanding, famously 
reconciled freedom with determinism.

“For what is meant by liberty, when applied to voluntary actions? 
We cannot surely mean that actions have so little connexion with 
motives, inclinations, and circumstances, that one does not follow 
with a certain degree of uniformity from the other” 

“By liberty, then, we can only mean a power of acting or not act-
ing, according to the determinations of the will” 6

R. E. Hobart in 1934 clarified the fact that a free will involves 
determination of the will by reasons and motives. It requires neither 
logical necessity nor strict physical determinism. 

4	 Dennett and Kane have shown this. See p. 356-357
5	 See p. 199 for details.
6	 Hume (1975) p. 95.
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Ending The Scandal

Hume, as moderated by Hobart, provided the second, adequately 
determined stage of  the Cogito model, which we now give the 
traditional name of de-liberated self-determination.

Part 2 - Reconciling Free Will with Indeterminism
William James, in 1884, provided the critical first stage, by 

reconciling free will with objective chance.
My own work has refined James’ explanation, to make it consis-

tent with quantum indeterminism.
So you can say that Hume and Hobart provided half the answer 

to the problem of free will. Their adequate determination reconciled 
a compatibilist free will with the laws of classical physics. 

James and the others in Chapter 12 who proposed two-stage 
models found the second half of the answer. In particular, I hope to 
be remembered as the information philosopher who reconciled 
libertarian free will with the probabilistic laws of quantum physics.

Part 3 - Will Compatibilists Accept This Improvement and 
Call Themselves Comprehensive Compatibilists?

Compatibilists were right all these centuries to reject the radical 
idea that freedom means an extreme libertarianism that denies 
reasonable causes for human actions. Can we convince them that 
our two-stage model simply adds creative and free elements to their 
current thinking on self-determination?

Libertarianism

Compatibilism

Determinism

Comprehensive

  
Figure 29-2. A comprehensive compatibilist taxonomy.

Since most modern compatibilists are agnostics on the truth of 
determinism (or indeterminism), we hope they will accept a free 
will model that is triply compatible - with Hume’s definition, with 
James’ definition, and with Martin Heisenberg’s evolution of 
human free will from the behavioral freedom of lower animals.
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The Cosmic Creation Process

The Cosmic Creation Process
Cosmic creation is horrendously wasteful. In the existential 

balance between the forces of destruction and the forces of con-
struction, there is no contest. The dark side is overwhelming. 
By quantitative physical measures of matter and energy content, 
there is far more chaos than cosmos in our universe.  But it is the 
cosmos that we prize. 

As we saw in the introduction, my philosophy focuses on the 
qualitatively valuable information structures in the universe. The 
destructive forces are entropic, they increase the entropy and dis-
order. The constructive forces are anti-entropic. They increase the 
order and information. 

The fundamental question of information philosophy is there-
fore cosmological and ultimately metaphysical. 

What creates the information structures in the universe?
At the starting point, the archē (ἡ ἀρχή), the origin of the 

universe, all was light - pure radiation, at an extraordinarily high 
temperature. As the universe expanded, the temperature of the 
radiation fell. When the first material particles formed, they were 
quickly destroyed by energetic photons of light. But at low enough 
temperatures, the quantum cooperative constructive forces were 
able to overcome the destructive non-material particles of light 
energy, the radiation field of photons.

The great stability of the material world is thus the result 
of quantum mechanics, which most philosophers and even 
scientists normally view as disruptive and uncertain. Quantum 
indeterminacy is involved in everything new, including our 
creativity and free will. Let’s see how. 

As the universe expands (see Figure 1-3), negative entropy 
is generated. Most of this degrades to normal thermodynamic 
entropy, which is known as the Boltzmann Entropy. But some sur-
vives as what is often called the Shannon Entropy, a measure of the 
information content in the evolving universe.  



376 Free Will: The Scandal in Philosophy

Chapter 30

David Layzer showed how entropy and information can 
increase at the same time in the expanding universe.1 There are 
two information/entropy flows. In any process, the positive en-
tropy increase is always at least equal to, and generally orders of 
magnitude larger than, the negative entropy in any created infor-
mation structures, to satisfy the second law of thermodynamics.

Figure 30-1. Information flows into Boltzmann and Shannon Entropy.

Material particles are the first information structures to form 
in the universe. They are quarks, baryons, and atomic nuclei, 
which combine with electrons to form atoms and eventually mol-
ecules, when the temperature is low enough. These particles are 
attracted by the force of universal gravitation to form the gigantic 
information structures of the galaxies, stars, and planets.

Figure 30-2. Cosmological information flows.

Microscopic quantum mechanical particles and huge self-
gravitating systems are stable and have extremely long lifetimes, 
thanks in large part to quantum stability.

1	 See page 10 in the Introduction.
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The Cosmic Creation Process

Stars are another source of radiation, after the original Big Bang 
cosmic source, which has cooled down to 3 degrees Kelvin (3K) 
and shines as the cosmic microwave background radiation. 

Figure 30-3. Sun to Earth information flow.

Our solar radiation has a high color temperature (5000K) and 
a low energy-content temperature (273K). It is out of equilibrium 
and it is the source of all the information-generating negative 
entropy that drives biological evolution on the Earth. Note that 
the fraction of the light falling on Earth is less than a billionth of 
that which passes by and is lost in space.

A tiny fraction of the solar energy falling on the earth gets con-
verted into the information structures of plants and animals. Most 
of it gets converted to heat and is radiated away as waste energy to 
the night sky.

Figure 30-4. Information flows into life.
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Every biological structure is a quantum mechanical structure. 
DNA has maintained its stable information structure over billions 
of years in the constant presence of chaos and noise. 

Figure 30-5. Information flows in a human being.

The stable information content of a human being survives many 
changes in the material content of the body during a person’s life-
time. Only with death does the mental information (spirit, soul) 
dissipate - unless it is saved somewhere. 

The total mental information in a living human is orders of 
magnitude less than the information content and information 
processing rate of the body. But the information structures created 
by humans outside the body, in the form of external knowledge 
like this book, and the enormous collection of human artifacts, 
rival the total biological information content.

Man Is Not a Machine
And the mind is not a computer, running evolved computer 

programs. The proper way to view man, indeed any organism, is 
as an incredible information processing system. 

A biological information processor is vastly more powerful and 
efficient than any computing machine. We can divide the human 
body into layers, with the mind at the top. The amount of infor-
mation processing going on in the lower layers is, like the other 
entropy/information flow diagrams above, vastly greater than the 
mental stream of consciousness.

We philosophers like to think that the mental activity is some-
how most important, perhaps even prior in some essential sense.
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Plato thought the ideas come first, the instances later, as did 
the neo-Platonists and the Christian tradition. In the beginning, 
was the logos. Έν ἀρχή, ἑν ό λόγος. But we shall see that the logos 
is the end result of a vast layering of biological processes.

From Aristotle to the Existentialists, some philosophers 
knew that existence precedes essence. And if bare existence were 
not organized into information structures, there would be no 
intelligence to contemplate their essences. 

The information processing going on in a human body is over 
a billion times the amount processed in the mind. To appreciate 
this, let’s consider just one maintenance function. Every second a 
significant fraction of our red blood cells die and must be replaced. 

Figure 30-6. Information processing to maintain our red blood cells.

Chromosomal information is being processed from our DNA 
to messenger RNA to transfer DNA to the ribosome factories 
where a chaotic soup of randomly moving amino acids are sorted 
out to select exactly the right one to add to the rapidly growing 
polypeptide chain of a new protein.  

Quantum cooperative phenomena account for the phenomenal 
speed and accuracy of creating new macromolecules.

The Cosmic Creation Process
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It is helpful to distinguish at least four levels of information 
processing, from the bottom physical layer of bodily maintenance 
to the top layer in the thinking mind.

Figure 30-7. Four levels of information processing.

Bodily motions consume a great deal of information processing. 
Perceptions somewhat less, but they are the subject of a great 
deal of psychological and philosophical speculation. There is lit-
tle room in a work on free will to go into detail, but note that 
William James’ notion of focusing attention is easy to understand 
in information terms.

Consider a hawk flying over a field of waving grass, who can 
instantly pick out a field mouse by its unique pattern of motion. 
Consider our ability to distinguish the recognizable voice of a 
friend in a noisy party. Our brain can separate that voice from 
nine others of equal volume (a 10 decibel ratio of signal to noise). 
If we can see the lips, we can go down 20db, to understand sounds 
that are 1/100 of the crowd noise. 

In Bernard Baars’ Theater of Consciousness, there are un-
told numbers of perceptions and conceptions that are vying for 
the attention of the decision-making executive function. Baars 
and Dennett picture these as individual agents or homunculi with 
special knowledge who are processing the information in parallel. 
The information data rate of this unconscious parallel perceptual 
level is thus orders of magnitude higher than the serial processing 
rate of the conscious mind.

James called the lower level a “blooming, buzzing, confu-
sion” and the upper level a “stream of consciousness.”  Thus our 

Bodily Information Maintenance

Bodily Motions - Actions

Perceptions

Thoughts
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conscious ability to communicate information, with others in 
speech, with ourselves in thoughts, is practically restricted to a 
small amount of information per second, compared to the bodily 
information at the lower levels being processed at rates compa-
rable to today’s best computers and communication systems.

Cosmic Creation and Free Will
How does this picture of information processing levels relate to 

the two-stage model of free will? The lower levels, driven in large 
part by chaotic processes and always involving quantum coopera-
tive phenomena to create information, are the biological source 
for the first stage that generates alternative possibilities. 

It was convenient to introduce the two-stage model as a 
temporal sequence. And it is easy to teach it this way, drawing 
heuristic diagrams on the white board to illustrate it for students.

But as was mentioned in Chapter 13,2 the random generation 
stage is going on constantly, driven by internal proprioceptions 
and external environmental perceptions. 

Visualizing the information processing in layers provides a 
deeper understanding of how behavioral freedom in lower animals 
has evolved to become free will in higher animals and humans.

Recall from Chapter 12 that Martin Heisenberg has found 
evidence that the lowest animals and even bacteria have a kind of 
behavioral freedom.3 They can originate stochastic actions and are 
not simple Cartesian stimulus-response reactive machines. 

I propose that there are four levels in the evolutionary devel-
opment of free will. In all four levels, the source of the random 
generation of alternative possibilities in the first stage of my two-
stage model is the same.  It is the essential chaos and noise that is 
characteristic of information processes at the lower levels of the 
organism as shown in Figure 30-7.

But in the second stage, I argue that new methods of selecting 
the best possibility are added in the upper levels.

2	 p. 201.
3	 p. 184.

The Cosmic Creation Process
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Figure 30-8. The evolution of behavioral freedom to become free will.

At the lowest level, selection is instinctive. The selection criteria 
are transmitted genetically, shaped only by ancestral experiences.

At the second level are animals whose past experiences guide 
their current choices. Selection criteria are acquired through 
experience, including instruction by parents and peers.

Third-level animals use their imagination and foresight to 
estimate the future consequences of their choices.

  At the highest level, selection is reflective and normative4  
Conscious deliberation about community values influences the 
choice of behaviors.

If we go back and compare the information-processing levels 
of Figure 30-8, we see that bodily maintenance uses only the low-
est level of instinctual information to operate. Everything the cells 
know comes to them via DNA and inherited cell processes.

Bodily motions at the next level can be learned, muscle memory 
for example. The parallels break down for the upper two levels.

But the highest level of information processing in humans 
helps us to see the essential difference between humans and other 
animals. Many animals have evolved mirror neurons that allow 
them to feel what other animals are feeling. And altruistic genes 
in many organisms may explain why some animals sacrifice them-
selves for their communities.

But the ability to translate our thoughts into language and 
communicate that information to others is unique. We may not 
be the only species that has thoughts, but we are the only ones that 
can share our thoughts.

4	 Compare Christine Korsgaard’s theory of normativity. Korsgaard (1996)

Instinctual Information 

Learned Knowledge

Projection

Re�ection
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Information and Love
We began Chapter 1 asking what is information? 
We have seen that the creation of information involves quantum 

mechanics to form structures, followed by the transfer away of 
entropy to allow those structures to be stable against the second 
law of thermodynamics. 

We found that the un-pre-determined information created in a 
decision is the basis of human freedom. 

We saw that information is immaterial and likened it to spirit, 
the soul in the body, the ghost in the machine.

We showed that information is the stuff of thought, and that it is 
our thoughts that are the origin of human freedom and creativity.

We found that humans are unique in that they can share their 
thoughts with other human beings. 

I want to end by arguing that sharing information has an 
astonishing resemblance to another human characteristic.

Like love, information is not consumed when we give it to 
others, but increased. Both love and information do not follow 
the usual economic laws of scarcity. 

Charles Sanders Peirce made evolutionary love, his agapē, 
the third and ultimate step in his philosophy. For Peirce, it was 
sharing information with other thinkers in an open community of 
inquirers that assured the advance of knowledge. 

For me, it is caring for the work of others that matters even more 
for that advance of knowledge. I want to provide my forebears 
with the maximum measure of information immortality.

If we don’t remember the work of our colleagues in the past, we 
don’t deserve to be remembered by future colleagues.

Forgetting is entropic. The moral foundation of information 
philosophy is very simple. All things being equal, choose the 
option that preserves the most information.

The Cosmic Creation Process
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Some Other Problems

I-Phi Philosophical Problems
The fundamental question of information philosophy is cos-

mological and ultimately metaphysical. 
What is the process that creates information structures in 
the universe?

Given the second law of thermodynamics, which says that any 
system will over time approach a thermodynamic equilibrium of 
maximum disorder or entropy, in which all information is lost, 
and given the best current model for the origin of the universe, 
which says everything began in a state of equilibrium some 13.75 
billion years ago, how can it be that living beings are creating and 
communicating new information every day? Why are we not still 
in that state of equilibrium? 

The elucidation by information philosophy of a two-part cos-
mic creation process casts light on some classical problems in 
philosophy and in physics, because it is the same process that cre-
ates new biological species and explains the freedom and creativ-
ity of the human mind.

Some Other Philosophical Problems

The Problem of Knowledge
Epistemology is the problem of certain knowledge, when our 

means of perception is limited and fallible. Instead of logical lan-
guage debates about “justified true belief,” information philoso-
phy looks to information structures in the brain that correspond 
to structures in the world and in other minds. 

The Problem of Value1

Information philosophy moves the source of ultimate value be-
yond man and our created Gods, beyond Life and the Earth, to its 
origins in a Cosmic Providence, which creates stable information 
structures we call Ergo. Note that quantum mechanics, though 
normally thought of as adding only indeterminacy, is the source 
of the stability in most information structures.

1	 informationphilosopher.com/value
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Note that the problem of freedom (in this book) and the 
problem of value are tightly linked.

Values without Freedom are Useless.
Freedom without Value is Absurd.
The first of these views was the position of the John Stuart 

Mill utilitarians and the early twentieth-century Anglo-Ameri-
can philosophers, who argued for utilitarian value but accepted 
determinism.

The second view was that of the Continental Existentialists, 
from Nietzsche to Heidegger to Sartre, that we have freedom, but 
because God is dead there are no absolute values. 

The Problem of Free Will2

A dozen thinkers since William James in 1884 have proposed 
“two-stage” models of free will - first “free,” then will,” - first 
chance, then choice, - first alternative possibilities, then one ac-
tuality. The most plausible and practical solution to the 2400-year 
old problem of free will is our Cogito model. The critical random 
component of the first stage is provided by noise in the brain’s 
information processing. The second stage is determined, but not 
pre-determined.

Consciousness3 
Consciousness can be defined as the capacity of an entity, usu-

ally a living thing but we can also include artificially conscious 
machines or computers, to react to the information, and particu-
larly to changes in the information, in its environment. We call it 
information consciousness.

The Problem of Evil4

Theodicy - “If God is Good He is not God. If God is God He is 
not Good.” (from J.B., by Archibald MacLeish) The question is not 
“Does God exist?” The question is “Does Goodness exist?” The 

2	 informationphilosopher.com/freedom
3	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/consciousness
4	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/evil
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Some Other Philosophical Problems

solution lies in a dualist world with both bad and good. If ergodic 
information is an objective good, then entropic destruction of in-
formation is “the devil incarnate,” as Norbert Wiener put it.

Immortality5

Information philosophy implies two kinds of immortality, the 
material survival of genetic information and the survival of ideas 
in the Sum of all knowledge and human artifacts. The survival of 
parts of the genetic code in DNA is the longest approximation to 
immortality known in living things. The “immortals” among us 
are those whose life’s work is remembered.

The Mind-Body Problem6

Solved in part by our Sum model, which explains how abstract 
information, an idea, or knowledge is incorporated into a human 
mind, and how pure ideas act on the physical world. Information 
is neither energy nor matter. But it needs matter for its embodi-
ment and energy for its communication. 

Information is the mind in the body, the ghost in the machine, 
as close to a spirit or soul as science can get. When we die, it is our 
information that is lost. 

Our ERR (experience recorder and reproducer) model for the 
mind is simpler than, but superior to, cognitive science computa-
tional models of the mind.

Man is not a machine. And the mind is not a computer.

5	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/immortality
6	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/mind_body
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Some Other Physics Problems
It is of the deepest philosophical significance that information 

is based on the mathematics of probability. If all outcomes were 
certain, there would be no “surprises” in the universe. Informa-
tion would be conserved and a universal constant, as some math-
ematicians mistakenly believe it is. 

Information philosophy requires the ontological uncertainty 
and probabilistic outcomes of modern quantum physics to pro-
duce new information. But at the same time, without the extraor-
dinary stability of quantized information structures over cosmo-
logical time scales, life and the universe we know would not be 
possible. 

Quantum mechanics reveals the architecture of the universe to 
be discrete rather than continuous, to be digital rather than ana-
log.

Moreover, the “correspondence principle” of quantum mechan-
ics and the “law of large numbers” of statistics ensures that mac-
roscopic objects can normally average out microscopic uncertain-
ties and probabilities to provide the “adequate determinism” that 
shows up in all our Laws of Nature. 

The Arrow of Time7

Arthur Stanley Eddington connected “Time’s Arrow” with the 
direction of increasing entropy and the second law of thermody-
namics. We now show that it is also the direction of increasing 
information. 

Entanglement/Nonlocality8 
This is a mysterious phenomenon that seems capable of “trans-

mitting” information over vast distances faster than the speed of 
light. Information physics shows that measurements change prob-
abilities everywhere, faster than the speed of light, although no 
signaling is possible, since no matter or energy is transmitted.

Macroscopic Recurrence9

Ernst Zermelo argued against Ludwig Boltzmann’s H-
Theorem (his derivation of the second law of thermodynamics), 

7	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/arrow_of_time
8	 informationphilosopher.com/solutions/experiments/EPR
9	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/recurrence



389

Ch
ap

te
r 3

1

on the grounds that given enough time, any system would return 
to the same starting conditions and thus entropy must decrease as 
well as increase. Information physics shows that exactly the same 
circumstances can never recur. Friedrich Nietzsche’s “Eternal 
Return of the Same” is a physical impossibility, because of the in-
creasing information in the universe.

Microscopic Reversibility10

Joseph Loschmidt also argued against Ludwig Boltzmann 
on the grounds that if time were reversed the entropy would 
decrease. Boltzmann agreed that it would, according to his initial 
version of the H-Theorem which was derived from classical 
dynamical physics. He then defended his case for entropy increase 
on the basis of probabilities and an assumption of “molecular dis-
order.” A quantum-mechanical treatment of binary (two-particle) 
collisions validates Boltzmann’s “molecular disorder” assumption.

The Problem of Measurement11

We explain how our measuring instruments, which are usually 
macroscopic objects and treatable with classical physics, can give 
us information about the microscopic world of atoms and sub-
atomic particles like electrons and photons, which are described 
with quantum physics. The so-called “cut” (John Bell called it the 
“shifty split”) between the classical and quantum worlds occurs at 
the moment that stable observable information enters the world. 
It does not require the consciousness of an observer. 

Schrödinger’s Cat12

Erwin Schrödinger’s paradox of simultaneous live and dead 
cats is solved by noting that the wave function probabilities refer 
to the proportions of live and dead cats that would be found in 
many identical experiments.  In every particular case, the wave 
functions collapse at the instant the random quantum event pro-
duces stable information in the world. No “conscious observer” is 
needed. The cat is its own observer.

10	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/reversibility
11	 informationphilosopher.com/problems/measurement
12	 informationphilosopher.com/solutions/experiments/schrodingerscat

Some Other Physics Problems
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Glossary of Terms - A

Glossary of Terms
On the Information Philosopher website, our glossary of terms uses 

hyperlinks (with blue underlines) to provide recursive definitions from 
within each entry. We cannot do this in print, of course.

Hyperlinks go to other pages in the I-Phi website and to external sites 
such as the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy and Wikipedia, where 
available.

The web version also offers “Search I-Phi” links to find all the pages 
on the I-Phi website that refer to the given term. In this print version 
we provide an index. Some glosses also offer a click on “I-Phi Page” to 
get a much more detailed description of the term in the Core Concepts 
sections of the website.

The website also links to other online glossaries of relevant philo-
sophical terms, such as:

• Ted Honderich’s Determinism and Freedom Terminology
• Alfred Mele’s Lexicon for the Big Questions in Free Will Project

A

Actualism
Actualism is the idea that the events that do happen are the only pos-

sible events that could possibly have happened. Actualism denies the 
existence of alternative possibilities.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Alternative Sequences, Conse-
quence Argument, Direct Argument, Frankfurt-style cases, Indirect Argument, 
Standard Argument

Actual Sequence
The Actual Sequence is the sequence of events in the past that lead up 

to the current moment of deliberation and decision. The term is used in 
Direct Arguments, such as Peter van Inwagen’s Consequence Argument, 
Frankfurt-style cases and John Martin Fischer’s Semicompatibilism.

It is contrasted with the Alternative Sequences that result from 
Alternative Possibilities. Arguments for incompatibilism that consider 
alternative possibilities are called Indirect Arguments.
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Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Alternative Sequences, Conse-
quence Argument, Direct Argument, Frankfurt-style cases, Indirect Argument, 
Standard Argument, Tracing, Transfer Principle

Adequate Determinism
Adequate Determinism is the kind of determinism we have in the 

world. It is also called “near determinism” (Ted Honderich), “almost 
causal determinism” (John Fischer), and “micro-indeterminism” (John 
Searle). Macroscopic objects are adequately determined in their mo-
tions, giving rise to the appearance of strict causal determinism.

Microscopic objects, on the other hand, show the probabilistic con-
sequences of indeterminism, due to quantum mechanics. These proba-
bilistic effects usually average out in large objects, leading to the illusion 
of strict causal physical determinism, including the powerful and very 
productive idea of deterministic laws of nature.

Other glosses -- Determination, Determinism, Indeterminism, Laws of Na-
ture, Quantum Mechanics 

Agent Causal
Agent-causal libertarianism is the idea that an agent can originate 

new causal chains, actions that are not predetermined to happen by 
events prior to the agent’s deliberation (between alternative possibilities 
perhaps) and decision. Some agent-causal theories are metaphysical, as-
suming that the agent’s mind is not bound by the physical laws that gov-
ern the body. Some philosophers claim mental events are “non-causal.”

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Causality, Causa Sui, Event Causal, 
Indeterminism, Origination

Agnostic
Most modern philosophers claim to be agnostic on the “truth” of de-

terminism or indeterminism. For example, Alfred Mele claims his argu-
ments for “Agnostic Autonomy” are valid whether or not determinism 
is true. John Fischer says semicompatibilists are agnostic. And Derk 
Pereboom has renamed “hard determinism” to “hard incompatibilism” 
to remain agnostic.

Agnosticism ignores the great asymmetry between determinism and 
indeterminism. Determinism is congenial to claims that freedom con-
sists of following the laws of nature and that God has foreknowledge of 
our actions. Indeterminism is much more difficult to reconcile with a 
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Glossary of Terms - A

responsible freedom, since it has such negative implications - random-
ness, chance, uncertainty, and contingency - leading to the randomness 
objection to free will.

Other glosses - Determinism, Foreknowledge, Indeterminism, Standard Ar-
gument

Akrasia
Akrasia, from the Greek a-kratos (no power), describes “weak-willed” 

actions taken against one’s better judgment. Rationalism assumes there 
is always a single best way to evaluate an agent’s options or alternative 
possibilities, so that weakness of will is fundamentally irrational.

Other glosses - Strongest Motive, Weakness of Will

Alternative Possibilities
Alternative Possibilities for thought and action were thought to be a 

requirement for free will and moral responsibility until Harry Frankfurt 
extended John Locke’s “locked room” example of a person who freely 
chose to stay in a room, unaware that the doors had been locked, so that 
alternative possibilities did not exist for him.

Note that alternative possibilities should not be interpreted as prob-
abilities for actions. This is a mistake made by many prominent philoso-
phers who assume that indeterminism makes chance the direct cause of 
action.

Other glosses - Determination, Direct Argument, Frankfurt Examples, In-
determinism, Indirect Argument, Undetermined Liberty

Alternative Sequences
Alternative Sequences are hypothetical counterfactual sequences of 

events in the past that lead up to the current moment of deliberation 
and decision. They result from Alternative Possibilities. Arguments for 
incompatibilism that consider alternative possibilities are called Indi-
rect Arguments.

Alternative Sequences are contrasted with the Actual Sequence that 
leads up to the current moment of deliberation and decision. The term 
is used in Frankfurt-style cases and John Fischer’s Semicompatibilism.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt-style cases, Indirect Ar-
gument
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Asymmetry
There are two important uses of this term in free will and moral re-

sponsibility.
The first is the great asymmetry between determinism and indeter-

minism in the standard argument against free will. Determinism is much 
easier to reconcile with the will than is indeterminism (pure chance).

Susan Wolf has pointed out the strange asymmetry between praise 
and blame. Those opposed to punishment for retributive reasons (as op-
posed to practical consequentialist reasons) are often in favor of praise 
for good deeds. This reflects the ancient Platonic view that we are re-
sponsible only for the good we do. Our errors we blame on our igno-
rance, which is, unfortunately, no excuse before the law.

Other glosses - Illusion, Consequentialism, Determinism, Indeterminism, 
Moral Responsibility, Revisionism, Retributivism

Authenticity
Authenticity (from Greek authentes, author) suggests that we are the 

author of our actions, that we originate actions which are “up to us.” 
But various forms of determinism claim other authors for many or all 
actions.

Other glosses - Autonomy, Control, Determinism, Origination, Up To Us

Autonomy
Autonomy, (from auto + nomos) is literally self-lawful, self-govern-

ing, or self-rule, is often used in the free will debates as an alternative to 
free will, freedom of choice, freedom of action, etc.

Like the term authentic, autonomy suggests that we are the author of 
our actions, that our actions are “up to us.”

Other glosses - Authenticity, Control, Freedom, Free Will, Origination, Up 
To Us

Avoidability
Avoidability is a synonym for “could have done otherwise.”
It is the libertarian condition that the agent has alternative possibili-

ties for action. Daniel Dennett defends avoidability as an evolved free-
dom even in a deterministic universe.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Done Otherwise, Yes-No Objection
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B    

Basic Argument
Galen Strawson developed a Basic Argument that denies the exis-

tence of free will and moral responsibility. It is based on an infinite re-
gress and denial of any causa sui or uncaused cause. Briefly stated, the 
regress says that you do what you do because of your character. To be 
responsible for your character, you must have done something to form 
that character. But that something was done by your character at an ear-
lier time, and so on ad infinitum, or at least to when you were too young 
to be responsible.

Although Strawson is agnostic and says his argument works whether 
determinism or indeterminism is true, his denial of any causa sui ef-
fectively cancels indeterminism and the Basic Argument resembles the 
Consequence Argument.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Consequence Argument, Direct Argument, Moral 
Responsibility, Standard Argument, Ultimacy

Broad Incompatibilism
Broad Incompatibilism is Randolph Clarke’s synonym for traditional 

compatibilism. Clarke distinguishes it from his Narrow Incompatibil-
ism, which is a synonym for John Martin Fischer’s concept of Semicom-
patibilism.

Broad Incompatibilism is incompatible with both free will and moral 
responsibility.

Other glosses - Compatibilism, Incompatibilism, Moral Responsibility, Nar-
row Incompatibilism, Semicompatibilism

C    

Causality
Causality is the basic idea that all events have causes. When every 

event is caused completely by prior events and their causes, it leads to 
the idea of determinism. A causal chain links all events to earlier events 
in a limitless sequence. Theologians inconsistently imagine the chain to 
break with an uncaused cause (causa sui) which they identify with God 
and miracles.

Glossary of Terms - A
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Quantum indeterminacy produces uncaused causes. There is still a 
causal chain, but it no longer permits complete predictability. Events are 
now merely probable, no longer certain, though the probability can be 
arbitrarily close to certainty. Most macroscopic events are, for practical 
purposes, as predictable as perfect determinism would have allowed. 
Nevertheless, a break in the causal chain is a requirement for free will.

Other glosses - Adequate Determinism, Causa Sui, Determinism, Indeter-
minism

Causa Sui
Causa Sui describes an event that is self-caused or uncaused. The event 

might be the product of an agent with metaphysical power. It might be a 
random accident with only probabilistic outcomes. Theologians identify 
the causa sui with miracles, saying that only God is a causa sui. Friedrich 
Nietzsche famously called it “the best self-contradiction that has been 
conceived so far, it is a sort of rape and perversion of logic “

Other glosses - Agent Causation, Causality, Indeterminism

Chance
Chance has been called an illusion by philosophers who argued that 

probability is only the result of human ignorance. William James saw an 
“antipathy to chance” in most philosophers.

Chance has historically been seen as a negative idea, associated with 
gambling, for example. Chance has been regarded as atheistic, since it 
appears to deny Foreknowledge.

Other glosses - Causa Sui, Randomness Objection, Undetermined Liberty

CNC
CNC is Robert Kane’s term for the Covert and Non-constraining 

Control of the kind in Frankfurt-style cases and manipulation of agents.
Other glosses - Frankfurt-style cases, Manipulation Argument

Compatibilism
Classical compatibilism is the idea that free will exists in a world that 

is deterministic. It was invented by the Stoic Chrysippus and developed 
by Thomas Hobbes and David Hume.

Classical compatibilists are determinists. Immanuel Kant called com-
patibilism a “wretched subterfuge.” William James called compatibilism 
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a “quagmire of evasion.” He called compatibilists “soft determinists,” 
who evade the fact of their “antipathy to chance.”

Most modern compatibilists, aware of modern quantum physics, 
avoid the determinist label, claiming to be agnostic about the “truth” 
of determinism or indeterminism. Alfred Mele defines “soft compati-
bilism” as admitting that some indeterminism might be useful, since it 
breaks the causal chain beck to the Big Bang.

After P. F. Strawson, philosophers have changed the debate from free 
will to moral responsibility. Many now conflate free will and moral re-
sponsibility.

Semicompatibilists, following John Martin Fischer, argue for the 
compatibilism of moral responsibility and determinism (or indeter-
minism). Like Strawson, they say that even if determinism were true, 
we would not surrender the idea of moral responsibility implicit in our 
natural attitudes toward blame and praise, punishment and reward.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Determinism, Incompatibilism, Indeterminism, 
Semicompatibilism

Consequence Argument
If our current actions are caused directly by and traceable to events 

long before our birth, we can not be morally responsible for them. Peter 
van Inwagen coined this term for his argument, which is simply a varia-
tion on the standard Determinism Objection to free will. He developed 
this argument as an improvement on the Traditional Argument that had 
depended on avoidability or the ability to do otherwise, which implied 
the agent had alternative possibilities for action. Van Inwagen accepted 
the idea that Frankfurt-style cases had called alternative possibilities 
into question.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities,, Causality, Direct Argument, Frank-
furt Examples, Moral Responsibility, Tracing, Traditional Argument

Consequentialism
Consequentialism is a theory of moral responsibility that makes mor-

al judgments based on the consequences of an action. Moritz Schlick 
argued that it is acceptable to punish agents despite their lack of free will 
because of the beneficial effects on behavior that result.

Consequentialism also describes theories of punishment that are 
justified because of the consequences, e.g., the deterrence of a certain 

Glossary of Terms - C
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crime, as opposed to a retributivist theory, that punishes because the 
agent simply deserves the blame.

Other glosses - Consequence Argument, Moral Luck, Moral Responsibility, 
Retributivism

Control
Control is what is needed for an agent to feel an action originates 

with and is “up to her.”
Some (e.g, Harry Frankfurt) say control is found in a hierarchy of 

desires. Some (e.g, John Fischer) say control is being “responsive to rea-
sons.” Fischer divides control into “guidance control” and “regulative 
control,” the latter involving alternative possibilities.

Determinism undermines control, as do various manipulation 
schemes including behavioral conditioning, hypnosis, brainwashing, 
and the like, as well as physiological problems like addictions, obses-
sions, and other mental disorders. External coercion denies even the 
freedom claimed by classical compatibilism.

In Frankfurt-style cases, hypothetical interveners exert control over 
decisions if and only if the actions appear to be ones the intervener does 
not want.

Other glosses - Agent Causation, Alternative Possibilities, Compatibilism, 
Determinism, Frankfurt Examples, Guidance Control, Hierarchy Of Desires, 
Origination, Reasons-Responsive, Up To Us

D    

Degrees of Freedom
Degrees of Freedom is the idea that freedom is not an all-or-nothing 

true/false question. Freedom is always limited by constraints on action, 
whether simply physical constraints, external coercion, or internal dis-
abilities. Fewer constraints mean more degrees of freedom.

When freedom depends on the existence of viable alternative pos-
sibilities, an agent with greater intelligence, education, or experience is 
qualitatively more free because she is more likely to generate workable 
options, more ways to do otherwise. More alternatives mean more free-
dom.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Done Otherwise



399

G
lo

ss
ar

y

Deliberation
Deliberation is the consideration of alternative possibilities and their 

evaluation according to the agent’s character, values, desires, and beliefs, 
with the aim of choosing one of the alternatives as a course of action.

Note that even determinists appear to believe they have alternative 
courses of action when they deliberate. That is, they must practically 
consider that their alternatives are undetermined before their choice is 
made, and that they are free to choose any of them. If the agent knew 
with certainty that only one alternative existed, she could no longer de-
liberate.

Randolph Clarke uses “deliberative” to describe two-stage models of 
free will, which locate indeterminism in the first stage, to distinguish 
them from “centered” free will models like that of Robert Kane, that 
locate indeterminism in the decision stage. Clarke also calls deliberative 
freedom “indirect” freedom.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Determinism, Determined Delib-
eration, Indeterminism

Determination
Determination is the act of deciding, ending a process of deliberation 

and evaluation. It can include undetermined liberties, in which there is 
chance “centered” in the decision itself and determined deliberations, in 
which there is no chance in the decision.

Other glosses - Deliberation, Determined Deliberation, Determinism, Self-
Determination

Determined Deliberation
A decision that is adequately determined by the available alternative 

possibilities. There is no randomness in the decision itself. These are 
examples of Hobart determination. But they are not necessarily pre-
determined before the generation of alternative possibilities began.

Other glosses - Deliberation, Determinism, Self-Determination, Undeter-
mined Liberty

Determinism
Determinism is the idea that there is but one possible future, and 

that it is determined by the “fixed” past and the (mistakenly presumed 
deterministic) Laws of Nature.

Glossary of Terms - C
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There are many kinds of determinism. None of them are based on 
sufficient evidence. Most have become mere dogmatic truths. Deter-
minism remains a hypothesis that is very popular among philosophers, 
but it is entirely unjustified. Determinism is an illusion.

Aware of modern quantum physics, most philosophers admit the 
world is indeterministic, but they say that free will would be compatible 
with determinism, if determinism were true.

Other glosses - Causality, Compatibilism, Determination, Indeterminism, 
Pre-Determinism

Determinism Objection
The Determinism Objection is the first horn in the traditional di-

lemma of free will. Either determinism is true or indeterminism is true. 
In neither case can there be any moral responsibility. Note that the great 
asymmetry between determinism and indeterminism has led philoso-
phers to favor the kind of deterministic or causal explanations that are 
the apparent basis for laws of nature. But determinism is an illusion. 
Many philosophers declare themselves agnostic on this objection to free 
will. The determinism objection is the core idea behind Peter van Inwa-
gen’s Consequence Argument.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Consequence Argument, Determinism, Luck Ob-
jection, Illusion, Standard Argument, Randomness Objection

Direct Argument
The Direct Argument for the incompatibility of determinism and 

moral responsibility does not depend on avoidability or the ability to do 
otherwise. John Fischer developed it as an improvement on Peter van 
Inwagen’s Consequence Argument, using a Transfer Principle of Non-
Responsibility which traces the causes of current decisions and actions 
back in the causal chain of the “actual sequence.”

Other glosses - Actual Sequence, Alternative Possibilities, Consequence Ar-
gument, Indirect Argument, Done Otherwise, Standard Argument, Tracing, 
Transfer Principle  

Do Otherwise
The idea that an agent could have done otherwise was historically 

seen as a requirement for free will. This idea is in clear conflict with the 
deterministic idea that the past allows but one possible future.
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G. E. Moore and others say that “could have done otherwise” sim-
ply means “if the agent had chosen to, he could have done otherwise.” 
This obviously requires a different past (which implies past alternative 
possibilities). Some philosophers call this the “if-then” hypothetical or 
conditional analysis.

Harry Frankfurt developed sophisticated arguments to show that al-
ternative possibilities need not exist to claim that an agent is free.

Nevertheless, if in the present an agent has alternative possibilities, 
she can say “I can do otherwise.” Change that to the past tense once the 
agent has chosen and she can say “I could have done otherwise.”

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Fixed Past, Frankfurt Examples

Downward Causation
Downward Causation is the idea that higher-level processes can exert 

a “downward” influence on lower levels. Examples include the dualist 
immaterial mind influencing the body, and macroscopic systems, such 
as the brain, influencing quantum-mechanical wave functions at the 
level of the atoms. Where reductionism assumes all causation is from 
the bottom up., downward causation works from the top down. 

Other glosses - Quantum Mechanics

Dual Control
Dual Control is the power of an agent to act or not to act, in exactly 

the same circumstances. That is given the Fixed Past and the Laws of 
Nature just before the action (or the lack thereof), the agent can either 
act or avoid performing the act.

Robert Kane and Richard Double call this “dual (or plural) rational 
control.” Double suggests that it may be impossible to act rationally in 
two different ways, given the same reasons to act. Kane also called it the 
“plurality condition” when there are many alternative possibilities for 
action, each of which has comparable good reasons.

Actions that have dual or plural rational control are Undetermined 
Liberties.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Compatibilism, Control, Determin-
ism, Done Otherwise, Laws of Nature, Undetermined Liberty, Yes-No Objec-
tion

Glossary of Terms - D
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E    

Epistemic Freedom
Epistemic Freedom is the idea that since we cannot know the future, 

we have a kind of freedom even in a deterministic world.
It is closely related to epistemic probability, which says there is no 

real (or ontological) chance. There is only human ignorance about the 
complete details that would allow us to predict the future exactly. Reli-
gious thinkers credit this to our finite minds, whereas the infinite mind 
of God has complete Foreknowledge.

Other glosses - Foreknowledge, Ontological, Probability

Event Causal
Event-causal libertarianism denies strict causality, the idea that every 

event has antecedent physical causes which completely determine all 
subsequent events. Some causes must be uncaused to break the causal 
chain of determinism. Uncaused causes include quantum events, whose 
outcomes are only probable. Event-causal theories raise the randomness 
objection in the standard argument against free will.

Other glosses - Agent Causal, Causality, Determinism, Indeterminism, 
Standard Argument

F    

Fixed Past
The Fixed Past refers primarily to the obvious fact that past events 

are not changeable. But it appears often in determinist/compatibilist ac-
counts of whether an agent could have done otherwise. “One could only 
have done otherwise if either the Fixed Past or the Laws of Nature had 
been different,” goes the argument.

The conclusion is “There is but one possible future, and it is deter-
mined at each moment by the Fixed Past and the (deterministic) Laws 
of Nature.”

G. E. Moore and others say that “could have done otherwise” sim-
ply means “if the agent had chosen to, he could have done otherwise.” 
This obviously would have been a different past, one of the alternative 
possibilities. Some philosophers call this the “if-then” hypothetical or 
conditional analysis.
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Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Compatibilism, Determinism, Do 
Otherwise, Laws of Nature

Foreknowledge
Foreknowledge is the idea that the future is already known, usually to 

a supernatural being.
In classical Newtonian physics, a Laplacian super intelligence could 

in principle predict the future from the classical laws of physics, given 
knowledge of the positions and velocities of all the atoms in the uni-
verse.

Other glosses - Determinism, Free Will, Laws of Nature

Frankfurt Cases
Frankfurt-style case or examples claim that an agent can be respon-

sible, can be said to act freely, even though no alternative possibilities 
exist. Harry Frankfurt attacked what he called the Principle of Alternate 
Possibilities (PAP). Alternative possibilities for thought and action were 
considered to be a requirement for free will and moral responsibility 
until Frankfurt extended John Locke’s “locked room” example of a per-
son who freely chose to stay in a room, unaware that the doors had been 
locked, so that an alternative possibility did not exist. In Frankfurt-style 
thought experiments a hypothetical demon blocks all possibilities ex-
cept the one that he wants the agent to choose.

Note that Frankfurt assumes that alternative possibilities do in fact 
exist, or there would be nothing for his hypothetical intervening demon 
to block. Since information about the agent’s decision does not exist un-
til she makes her decision, Frankfurt’s hypothetical intervening demon 
(much like the similar Laplacian demon or God’s Foreknowledge) does 
not exist. This is the Information Objection to Frankfurt-style examples.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Indirect Argument, Information 
Objection, Kane-Widerker Objection, Leeway Incompatibilism

Freedom of Action
Freedom of Action must be carefully distinguished from Freedom of 

the Will.
An action is said to be free by classical compatibilists like Thomas 

Hobbes and David Hume if the agent is not coerced by external forces.

Glossary of Terms - E
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The action may be completely determined by causal chains going 
back in time before the agent’s birth, but they are nevertheless free in 
the compatibilist sense.

In his essay, Two Concepts of Liberty, Isaiah Berlin defined freedom 
of action as “negative freedom,” and free will as “positive freedom.” It 
is also known as Voluntarism, in contrast to Origination. And it is the 
Liberty of Spontaneity rather than Liberty of Indifference.

Other glosses - Causality, Compatibilism, Determinism, Free Will, Liberty 
of Indifference, Liberty of Spontaneity, Origination, Voluntarism

Free Will
Free Will is sometimes called Freedom of Action. Libertarian Free 

Will includes the availability of Alternative Possibilities and the ability 
to Done Otherwise.

John Locke encouraged the separation of the adjective free, which 
describes deliberation, from the (adequate) determination of the will.

Other glosses - Adequate Determinism, Alternative Possibilities, Delibera-
tion, Done Otherwise

Future Contingency
The most famous Future Contingent is Aristotle’s Sea Battle (De 

interpretatione 9). The Principle of Bivalence says that the statement 
“There will be a sea battle tomorrow” is either true or false. And either 
way necessarily binds the truth of the future contingent event.

Diodorus Cronus’ “Master Argument” denied any future contingen-
cy.

Aristotle, ever sensible, decided that there was no present truth or 
falsity to a future contingent statement. He denied that the truth of a 
proposition is a necessary truth, and thus denied Logical Determinism. 
Indeed, contingency means that the event depends on the future, and so 
does its truth.

Many Stoics appear to have regarded the truth of future contingent 
statements as predetermining all future events. But Chrysippus denied 
necessity even as he affirmed fate and physical causal determinism.

Modern philosophers (especially J. Łukasiewicz) have developed a 
three-valued logic to handle such statements, but not with complete 
success.

Other glosses - Determinism, Principle of Bivalence, Master Argument, 
Standard Argument
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G    

Guidance Control
John Martin Fischer separates an agent’s control into two kinds. The 

first he calls “guidance control” - the kind of control needed to initiate 
or originate an action, by being “reasons-responsive” and taking owner-
ship of the action, meaning the agent can say the action was “up to me.” 
For Fischer, this includes steering a vehicle which is on a fixed track and 
actually can only make determined turns.

Another kind of control is “regulative control” - the kind needed to 
choose between “alternative possibilities.” Fischer describes guidance 
control as happening in the “actual sequence,” where regulative control 
refers to “alternative sequences” of events. Derk Pereboom uses the re-
lated terms source and leeway incompatibilism.

Other glosses - Actual Sequence, Alternative Possibilities, Alternative Se-
quences, Control, Direct Argument, Leeway Incompatibilism, Origination, 
Reasons-Responsive, Source Incompatibilism

H    

Hard Determinism
Hard Determinism was coined by William James to describe deter-

minists who fully accept the negative implications of determinism. They 
reject any free will. They deny the voluntarism of Thomas Hobbes, the 
negative “freedom from” external constraints on our actions. They also 
deny any positive “freedom to” originate our actions, to be the authors 
of our lives, the claim that things “depend on us” (in Greek ἐφ ἡμῖν).

Other glosses - Compatibilism, Determinism, Hard Incompatibilism, Origi-
nation, Up To Us, Voluntarism

Hard Incompatibilism
Hard incompatibilists deny any indeterminism in the “actual se-

quence” of events. No event “originates” in the agent. Since nothing is 
“up to us,” they argue for the incompatibility of determinism and moral 
responsibility.

Glossary of Terms - F



406 Free Will: The Scandal in Philosophy

G
lossary

Hard incompatibilists deny both free will and moral responsibility. 
They call free will an “illusion” and some call for revisionism. William 
James called such thinkers “hard determinists.” Derk Pereboom coined 
the new term for those who are agnostic on indeterminism and deny 
free will and moral responsibility, whether determinism is true or not.

Other glosses - Actual Sequence, Agnostic, Illusion, Indeterminism, Origi-
nation, Revisionism, Source Incompatibilism, Up To Us

Hierarchy Of Desires
Harry Frankfurt formulated the idea of a Hierarchy Of Desires. First-

order desires or volitions are desires to act. Second-order desires are 
desires to desire, for example, to want to act. The theory invites a regress 
of willings, and recalls the comments of John Locke and Arthur Scho-
penhauer. “We are free to will, but can we will what we will?”

Frankfurt says moral responsibility requires a first-order desire with 
which the agent “identifies,” which means she has a second-order desire 
that is consistent with the first-order desire that moves her to action.

Other glosses - Moral Responsibility  

I    

Illusion
It is now common among hard incompatibilists to call free will an 

illusion. this may be because of Frankfurt Examples that claim to prove 
that Alternative Possibilities do not exist. Or it may be because of the 
standard argument against free will. In any case, the real illusion is de-
terminism, in its many forms.

Illusionists are often revisionists calling for an end to retributive pun-
ishment.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt Examples, Hard Incom-
patibilism, Standard Argument, Retributivism, Revisionism

Incompatibilism
Incompatibilists come in two kinds. Both claim that determinism is 

incompatible with free will. One kind were called “hard determinists” 
by William James. They deny free will. The other are libertarians. They 
deny determinism.

Today many incompatibilists declare themselves agnostic about the 
“truth” of determinism and say the incompatibilities extend to indeter-
minism as well.
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Derk Pereboom coined “hard incompatibilism” to describe agnostics 
on determinism who deny both free will and moral responsibility. They 
call free will an “illusion” and some call for revisionism.

The traditional argument for incompatibilism assumes alternative 
possibilities and the ability to do otherwise. The Consequence Argu-
ment and Direct Argument do not.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Alternative Possibilities, Broad Incompatibilism, 
Consequence Argument, Determinism, Done Otherwise, Direct Argument, 
Hard Incompatibilism, Indeterminism, Illusion, Indeterminism, Illusion, Lee-
way Incompatibilism, Semicompatibilism, Source Incompatibilism, Tradition-
al Argument

Indeterminism
Indeterminism is the idea that some events are uncaused, specifically 

that they are random accidents with only probabilistic outcomes. In an-
cient times, Epicurus proposed that atoms occasionally swerve at ran-
dom, breaking the causal chain of determinism and allowing for moral 
responsibility. In modern physics, we now know that atoms constantly 
swerve, or move indeterministically, whenever they are in the presence 
of other atoms. The universe is irreducibly random on the atomic scale. 
Laws of Nature are therefore probabilistic or statistical. Although for 
large objects, the departure from classical laws of motion is usually en-
tirely insignificant, indeterministic quantum noise plays a role in the 
two-stage model of free will.

Other glosses - Causality, Causa Sui, Determinism, Laws of Nature, Moral 
Responsibility, Probability

Indirect Argument
The Indirect Argument for the incompatibility of determinism and 

moral responsibility depends on avoidability or the ability to do other-
wise. If the agent does not have alternative possibilities, she cannot do 
otherwise, and she cannot be morally responsible.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Basic Argument, Consequence Ar-
gument, Direct Argument, Standard Argument

Information Objection
The Information Objection claims that Frankfurt examples can not 

prove that Alternative Possibilities do not exist, because the information 
needed by an intervener to block alternatives does not exist until the 
moment of an agent’s decision.

Glossary of Terms - H
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Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt Examples, Kane-Widerk-
er Objection, Standard Argument, Yes-No Objection

Intellect
Intellect is often contrasted with Will, when the latter is identified 

with the desires and passions and the former identified with reason. 
From Aquinas to Hume, some philosophers argued that acts of will are 
always based on emotions and desires, not the pure intellect that gener-
ates, evaluates, and deliberates the alternative possibilities.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Deliberation, Evaluation, Reasons-
Responsive

K    

Kane-Widerker Objection
Robert Kane and later David Widerker objected to Frankfurt-style 

examples that posit a demon or intervener who allows the agent to do 
“freely” whatever the intervener wants her to do. The objection notes 
that the intervener can not know what an agent is going to do without 
assuming the agent is determined and the intervener has Foreknowl-
edge. This is an epistemic objection.

The intervener needs a “prior sign” of the causal chain. Such a sign is 
an event that leads causally to the decision, and thus Frankfurt examples 
“beg the question” by assuming determinism. Information about the 
agent’s decision does not exist until she makes her decision (the onto-
logical Information Objection), so Frankfurt’s hypothetical intervening 
demon (much like the similar Laplacian demon or God’s Foreknowl-
edge) can not exist.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt Examples, Information 
Objection, Yes-No Objection  

L    

Laws of Nature
The “Laws of Nature” are often cited in compatibilist arguments as 

controlling events, together with the “Fixed Past.”
The idea appears often in determinist/compatibilist accounts of 

whether an agent could have done otherwise. “One could only have 
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done otherwise if either the Fixed Past or the Laws of Nature had been 
different,” goes the argument. The Fixed Past refers primarily to the ob-
vious fact that past events are not changeable.

The usual conclusion is “There is but one possible future, and it is 
determined at each moment by the Fixed Past and the (deterministic) 
Laws of Nature.”

However, the real Laws of Nature, beginning with the most funda-
mental laws of physics, are indeterministic and probabilistic, reflecting 
the availability of alternative possibilities..

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Compatibilism, Determinism, 
Done Otherwise, Fixed Past

Leeway Incompatibilism
Leeway Incompatibilism requires indeterminism in the “alternative 

sequences” provided by alternative possibilities, to establish incompat-
ibility of determinism and moral responsibility. By contrast, Source In-
compatibilism depends on actions that originate within the agent in the 
“actual sequence.” Derk Pereboom coined this term, which is a variation 
on the Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP).

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Source Incompatibilism

Liberty of Indifference
Liberty of Indifference (liberum arbitrium indifferentiae) is an an-

cient case of two options so similar that only a miniscule effort is needed 
to choose one over the other. This seemed to be a case where even an 
immaterial mind might move a material body. It was also argued that 
where options are identical, randomness would suffice to choose one. 
Some philosophers argued that this randomness was at the heart of free 
will, showing its absurdity and unintelligibility. In a famous example 
typical of philosophical test cases, the scholastic teacher Jean Buridan 
placed an ass equidistant between identical bales of hay. Since animals 
lack our God-given liberty, Buridan argued, the ass would starve to 
death.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, 

Liberty of Spontaneity
Liberty of Spontaneity was Descartes’ (and the Scholastics’) term for 

what Thomas Hobbes called Voluntarism. Spontaneity translates the 
Greek automaton (αủτóματον).

Glossary of Terms - K
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Descartes contrasted it with Liberty of Indifference, but they are 
not proper opposites. It is more properly contrasted with Libertarian 
“Free Will” and with Berlin’s Positive Freedom, which is the “freedom 
to” choose or act that comes with genuine Alternative Possibilities and 
results in actions that are “up to us.,”that we originate.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Liberty of Indifference, Self-Real-
ization, Voluntarism

Logical Fallacy
The Logical Fallacy is to assume that purely logical (and linguistic) 

analysis can yield “truths” about the world. Logical positivism was in 
practical terms a logical fallacy. The hundreds of papers published on 
Harry Frankfurt’s attacks on the idea of alternative possibilities are a 
prime example. Nothing is logically true of the physical world. Modal 
analyses using the idea of possible worlds shows that anything that is 
not internally contradictory can be postulated of some possible world.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt-style Examples, 

Luck Objection
The Luck Objection to free will and moral responsibility arises be-

cause the world contains irreducible indeterminism and chance. As a 
result, many unintended consequences of our actions are out of our 
control.

We are often held responsible for actions that were intended as good, 
but that had bad consequences. Similarly, we occasionally are praised 
for actions that were either neutral or possibly blameworthy, but which 
had good consequences.

In a deterministic world, it is hard to see how we can be held re-
sponsible for any of our actions. Counterintuitively, semicompatibilist 
philosophers hold that whether determinism or indeterminism is true, 
we can still have moral responsibility.

At the other end of the spectrum, some libertarians are critical of any 
free will model that involves chance, because the apparent randomness 
of outcomes would make such free will unintelligible, because it would 
be a matter of luck.

Unfortunately, much of what happens in the real world contains a 
good deal of luck, giving rise to many of the moral dilemmas that lead 
to moral skepticism.

Whether determinist, compatibilist, semicompatibilist, or libertar-
ian, it seems unreasonable to hold persons responsible for the unin-
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tended consequences of their actions, good or bad. In many moral and 
legal systems, it the person’s intentions that matter first and foremost.

And in any case, actions need not have moral consequences to be 
free, that would commit the moral restrictivism of restricting free deci-
sions to moral decisions.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Consequentialism, Control, Determinism Objec-
tion, Moral restrictivism, Indeterminism, Mind Argument, Moral Luck, Stan-
dard Argument, Randomness Objection

M    

Manipulation Argument
The Manipulation Argument grows out of the accepted loss of con-

trol and moral responsibility for agents who are addicted or induced 
to act by hypnosis and the like. As with the hypothetical interveners 
in Frankfurt-style cases, these arguments often postulate counterfactual 
manipulators - such as evil neuroscientists who control the develop-
ment of persons from the egg (as in Brave New World) or condition 
them in their formative years (like a “Skinner box” reinforcing selected 
behaviors). The argument says that if we deny responsibility when such 
manipulators have control, why not deny it when causal determinism 
(or random indeterminism) is in control?

The Manipulation Argument is only meant to enhance the intuition 
of lost control, in order to support the Consequence Argument and 
similar Determinism Objections in the standard argument against free 
will. Derk Pereboom’s Four-Case Argument is a well-known example of 
a Manipulation Argument.

Other glosses - Consequence Argument, Control, Moral Responsibility, 
Standard Argument

Master Argument
The Master Argument was first formulated by Diodorus Cronus, a 

late 4th-century philosopher of the Megarian School, who argued that 
the actual is the only possible and that some true statements about the 
future imply that the future is already determined. He formulated a 
“Master Argument” to show that if something in the future is not going 
to happen, it was true in the past that it would not happen.

Glossary of Terms - L
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This is related to the problem of future contingency, made famous in 
the example of Aristotle’s Sea-Battle in De Interpretatione 9. Aristotle 
thought statements about the future lacked any truth value.

Note that the truth value of a statement made in the past can “actu-
ally” be changed if an event does or does not happen, showing that the 
“fixed past” has some changeability.

Other glosses - Actualism, Basic Argument, Consequence Argument, Fu-
ture Contingency, Principle of Bivalence, Standard Argument

Mind Argument
The Mind Argument is Peter van Inwagen’s name for the Random-

ness Objection in the standard argument against free will. Alfred Mele 
calls it the “Luck Objection.”

Van Inwagen named the Mind Argument for the journal Mind, 
where most of the randomness objections were published, especially R. 
E. Hobart’s 1934 classic “Free Will As Involving Determination And In-
conceivable Without It.”

Other glosses - Luck Objection, Randomness Objection, Standard Argu-
ment

Modal Fallacy
The Modal Fallacy usually involves possible or contingent statements 

that are falsely claimed to be necessary. For example:
    This proposition is true. (contingent)
    If it is true, it cannot be false. (contingent)
    If it cannot be false, then it is true and necessarily true (modal fal-

lacy). 
Ted Warfield clams that his colleague Peter van Inwagen’s Conse-

quence Argument contains contingent premises that make it a modal 
fallacy. Warfield has reformulated a purely necessary form of the argu-
ment. Unfortunately, necessary arguments do not apply to the world.

Other glosses - Consequence Argument

Modest Libertarianism
Modest Libertarianism is a concept proposed by Alfred Mele for con-

sideration by Libertarians. It is a two-stage model of free will in which 
indeterminism is limited to the early stages of the deliberation process 
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which consider alternative possibilities that may or may not “come to 
mind.” Modest libertarianism is a variation of Daniel Dennett’s 1978 
two-stage “Valerian” decision model, in his provocative essay “Giving 
Libertarians What They Say They Want.”

Mele feels that randomness anywhere in the causal chain leads to his 
Luck Objection, a variation on the standard Randomness Objection.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Indeterminism, Luck Objection, 
Randomness Objection

Moral Luck
Moral Luck is Thomas Nagel’s notion that since an action’s conse-

quences are beyond the agent’s control, randomness makes moral re-
sponsibility a matter of chance. This is often framed as the Luck Objec-
tion, a variation on the randomness objection Since there is irreducible 
randomness in the universe, there are no doubt many cases where luck 
enters into moral situations, but not universally. Many actions are ad-
equately determined and have reliable and predictable consequences, 
enough to establish the general concept of moral responsibility.

Other glosses - Adequate Determinism, Consequentialism, Control, Luck 
Objection, Moral Responsibility, Standard Argument, Randomness Objection

Moral Restrictivism
Moral Restrictivism is to assume that free choices are restricted to 

moral decisions. Robert Kane does this, as did Plato and the Scholastics. 
This is not to deny that moral responsibility is historically intimately 
connected with free will and even dependent on the existence of free 
will (for libertarians and broad compatibilists). Any decision can be 
free. Our freedom to act also includes merely practical, financial, and 
fiduciary judgments, as well as occasional non-rational flip-of-the-coin 
decisions and even misjudgments.

Other glosses - Moral Responsibility, Restrictivism

Moral Responsibility
Moral Responsibility is historically tightly connected to the problem 

of free will, but it is an moral restrictivism to require that free choices be 
moral decisions.

Other glosses - Moral Restrictivism

Glossary of Terms - M
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Moral Sentiments
Moral Sentiments arguably would exist whether or not determin-

ism is “true.” David Hume first made this argument, but Peter Strawson 
made it famous in current debates, with his agnosticism about deter-
minism vs. free will, in favor of a Humean Naturalism that takes our 
moral sentiments as givens that are beyond the skepticism of logic and 
critical thought.

Note that Hume the Naturalist had no problem “Deriving Ought 
from Is” - something shown logically impossible by Hume the Skeptic.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Moral restrictivism, Naturalism

Moral Skepticism
Moral Skepticism challenges the idea that there are always rational 

and best answers to moral questions. Because there are various theories 
of morality - deontic, pragmatic, utilitarian, etc, it is easy to construct 
moral dilemmas and paradoxes. Moral skeptics like Walter Sinnott-
Armstrong believe these are real problems in life and cannot be ex-
plained away by clever arguments.

Note that moral skepticism tends to lead to relativism and moral ni-
hilism in the absence of objective values.

Other glosses - Moral Responsibility

N    

Narrow Incompatibilism
Narrow Incompatibilism is Randolph Clarke’s synonym for John 

Martin Fischer’s concept of Semicompatibilism. Clarke distinguishes it 
from his term Broad Incompatibilism.

Narrow Incompatibilism is incompatible with free will, but not with 
moral responsibility.

Other glosses - Broad Incompatibilism, Compatibilism, Incompatibilism, 
Moral Responsibility, Semicompatibilism 

Naturalism
Naturalism is the position that the Laws of Nature (assumed to be de-

terministic) apply to human beings and their actions, because humans 
are natural things, continuous with animals and other things that lack 
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free will. The position originated with David Hume and has been devel-
oped in the moral responsibility debates by Paul Russell.

Naturalists tend to be revisionists on retributive punishment.
Assuming that free will is restricted to morally responsible agents is 

an example of the Moral restrictivism. One way of seeing the continu-
ous nature between animals and humans is to recognize that animals, 
like children, have a will and freedom of action, they just lack moral 
responsibility.

Other glosses - Determinism, Moral restrictivism, Laws of Nature, Moral 
Responsibility, Restrictivism, Revisionism

Naturalistic Fallacy
G. E. Moore in Principia Ethica claimed that ethics is human, not 

natural. So ethical claims can not be supported by appeals to natural 
properties, like pleasure or utility. Moore thinks “good” cannot be de-
fined. It is an elemental essential property.

Moore’s ethical non-naturalism resembles David Hume”s denial that 
“ought” (human ethics) can be derived from “is” (nature).

Note the conflict with Naturalists for whom natural behaviors are 
moral behaviors, and “un-natural” behaviors are bad.

Other glosses - Moral restrictivism, Moral Responsibility, Naturalism

O    

Ontological
Ontology is the study of real things existing in the world. A crisis in 

philosophy emerged when Locke and Hume, and later Kant, observed 
that all our knowledge comes to us through our perceptions. We cannot 
know the “things themselves” behind the perceptions. Moreover, our 
perceptions may be illusions.

The existence of real ontological chance is often denied by those who 
claim that randomness and probability are merely the result of human 
ignorance. Chance, they say is an epistemic problem, not an ontological 
one.

Other glosses - Epistemic, Illusion, Probability, Randomness

Glossary of Terms - M
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Origination
Origination is the idea that new causal chains can begin with an 

agent, something that is not predetermined to happen by events prior to 
the agent’s deliberation (between alternative possibilities) and decision. 
Origination accounts for creativity.

Ted Honderich is “dismayed” because the truth of determinism re-
quires that we give up “origination” with its promise of an open future. 
For him, limiting freedom to classical compatibilist voluntarism means 
we are not the authors of our own actions. They are not up to us.

Other glosses - Agent Causal, Alternative Possibilities, Causa Sui, Up To Us, 
Voluntarism

Ought From Is
David Hume famously criticized philosophers for talking about the 

way things are and suddenly describing the way they ought (or ought 
not) to be, as if the ought had been deduced from the is.

Moore’s naturalistic fallacy similarly denies that ethical rules can de-
pend on natural facts.

Other glosses - Moral restrictivism, Naturalistic Fallacy

Ought Implies Can
Ought Implies Can (sometimes abbreviated K) is the deontic prin-

ciple, usually attributed to Immanuel Kant, that an agent ought to do a 
moral act only if she actually can do it, if she has control.

Other glosses - Control, Done Otherwise, Voluntarism

P   

Possible Worlds
Gottfried Leibniz argued that necessary truths are true in all possible 

worlds. David Lewis appears to have believed that the truth of his coun-
terfactuals was a result of believing that for every non-contradictory 
statement there is a possible world in which that statement is true. This 
is called modal realism. It implies the existence of infinitely many paral-
lel universes, an idea similar to the contraversial many-world interpre-
tations of quantum mechanics.
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The astronomer David Layzer analyzes questions of free will in terms 
of many possible worlds.

It is a bit ironic that philosophers, who are skeptical about our abil-
ity to obtain knowledge of the real external world, are optimistic about 
many possible worlds.
Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Modal Fallacy, Quantum Mechanics 

Pre-Determinism
Pre-Determinism is the idea that a strict causal determinism is true, 

with a causal chain of events back to the origin of the universe, and one 
possible future.

It is what most philosophers mean when they say that free will is 
compatible with determinism, and when they use determinism in the 
standard argument against free will.

Other glosses - Causality, Compatibilism, Determinism, Standard Argu-
ment 

Principle of Alternate Possibilities
The Principle of Alternate (sic) Possibilities (or PAP) was formulated 

as follows in 1961 by Harry Frankfurt in order to defend compatibilism 
from the apparent lack of alternative possibilities in the deterministic 
world of classical compatibilism.

    PAP: A person is morally responsible for what he has done only if 
he could have done otherwise. 

Frankfurt maintained that PAP was false, and that agents could be 
free and morally responsible without alternative possibilities and the ca-
pability to do otherwise in the same circumstances.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Determinism, Done Otherwise, 
Moral Responsibility, Same Circumstances

Principle of Bivalence
The Principle of Bivalence is that for any proposition p, either p is 

true or p is false. It is the reason the standard argument against free will 
is framed as two horns of a dilemma. Either determinism is true or false. 
Most philosophers do not want to give up the idea of causal determin-
ism, so opt to be compatibilists.

Glossary of Terms - O
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Bivalence is also known as “the law of the excluded middle.” There is 
no middle term between true and false. This becomes the basis for the 
idea that there is no tertium quid or middle between chance and neces-
sity, perceived as logical opposites.

The Principle of Bivalence is also the basis for Logical Determinism, 
in which the present truth of a statement implies its truth in the future.

Other glosses - Determinism, Future Contingency, Standard Argument

Probability
Probability has often been a way to deny real chance. The great math-

ematicians who invented the calculus of probabilities, which governs 
games of chance, thought that there was nothing random really going 
on. For them probability was merely a result of human ignorance. The 
problem was epistemic, not ontological.

Deterministic Laws of Nature guarantee we could predict the future, 
if only we had all the information needed. Laplace’s demon, a supreme 
intelligence, could know the future, as God foreknows it, if he knew the 
positions and velocities of all the particles in the universe.

Today we know that the Laws of Nature are not deterministic. Not 
only are they probabilistic, but irreducibly random, due to the under-
lying quantum mechanics that has replaced classical mechanics as the 
proper description of the universe’s fundamental particles.

The laws become arbitrarily close to certain in the limit of large num-
bers of particles (billiard balls, planets), leading to the illusion of per-
fectly deterministic laws.

Probability is the explanation for alternative possibilities and unpre-
dictable “uncaused” causes (causa sui) that are the “free” part of “free 
will.”

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Causa Sui, Determinism, Epistemic, 
Foreknowledge, Illusion, Laws of Nature, Ontological, Quantum Mechanics

Q    

Quantum Mechanics
The development of Quantum Mechanics in the late 1920’s marked 

the end of physical determinism.
Quantum mechanics has replaced classical mechanics as the proper 

description of the universe’s fundamental particles. But note that in the 
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limit of macroscopic objects with large numbers of particles, the quan-
tum laws correspond exactly to (i.e., become the same as) the classical 
laws. This is Neils Bohr’s correspondence principle.

Deterministic Laws of Nature have been replaced with probabilistic 
laws. Quantum events can start new “causal chains” with events that are 
unpredictable from prior events, self-caused events that are causa sui.

Quantum phenomena are behind the generation of alternative pos-
sibilities that are the “free” part of “free will.”

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Causa Sui, Determinism, Laws of 
Nature, Probability

R    

Randomness Objection
The Randomness Objection is the second horn in the traditional di-

lemma of free will. Either determinism is true or indeterminism is true. 
In neither case can there be any moral responsibility. Note that the great 
asymmetry between determinism and indeterminism has led philoso-
phers to favor the kind of deterministic or causal explanations that are 
the apparent basis for laws of nature. But determinism is an illusion.

Indeterminism is a greater threat to moral responsibility than deter-
minism, since it is associated with many negative ideas, such as chance. 
Nevertheless, many philosophers declare themselves agnostic on this 
objection to free will. The randomness objection is the core idea behind 
Peter van Inwagen’s Mind Argument.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Determinism Objection, Illusion, Indeterminism, 
Luck Objection, Mind Argument, Standard Argument

Reactive Attitudes
Reactive Attitudes were identified by Peter Strawson as feelings that 

we would naturally have even if we were convinced of the truth of deter-
minism (or indeterminism). Strawson was an early agnostic, claiming 
he could not make sense of either). Reactive Attitudes include gratitude 
and resentment, and our normal tendency to praise or blame, punish or 
reward. Strawson modeled his naturalist claims in the face of skepticism 
about free will after David Hume, who overcame his own famous skepti-
cal views to claim ethical truths could be found in naturalism.

Other glosses - Naturalism

Glossary of Terms - Q
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Reasons-Responsive
Reasons-Responsiveness describes an agent who has the kind of con-

trol needed to initiate or originate an action. Being “reasons-respon-
sive” and taking ownership of the action means the agent can say the 
action was “up to me.” John Martin Fischer calls this “guidance control” 
in the “actual sequence” of events that figure in the “Direct Argument” 
for source incompatibilism. Fischer’s account of moral responsibility is 
like Thomas Aquinas’ and Susan Wolf ’s account of free actions as those 
guided by reasons.

Other glosses - Actual Sequence, Control, Direct Argument, Origination, 
Source Incompatibilism, Up To Us

Regulative Control
John Martin Fischer separates an agent’s control into two kinds. The 

first he calls “guidance control” - the kind of control needed to initiate 
or originate an action, by being “reasons-responsive” and taking owner-
ship of the action, meaning the agent can say the action was “up to me.” 
The other kind of control is “regulative control” - the kind needed to 
choose between “alternative possibilities.” Fischer describes these op-
tions as happening in the “actual sequence” or “alternative sequences” 
of events. Derk Pereboom uses the related terms source and leeway in-
compatibilism.

Other glosses - Actual Sequence, Alternative Possibilities, Alternative Se-
quences, Control, Direct Argument, Guidance Control, Leeway Incompatibil-
ism, Origination, Reasons-Responsive, Source Incompatibilism

Restrictivism
Restrictivist theories claim that the number of “free” actions is a tiny 

fraction of all actions. Robert Kane, for example limits them to rare “self-
forming actions” (SFAs) in which weighty and difficult moral decisions 
are made. Limiting freedom to moral decisions is the moral restrictiv-
ism. Peter van Inwagen restricts free will to cases where the reasons that 
favor either alternative are not clearly stronger. This is the ancient liberty 
of indifference. Susan Wolf restricts free decisions to those made ratio-
nally according to “the True and the Good.”

Other glosses - Liberty of Indifference, Self-Forming Action

Retributivism
Retributivism describes punishment that is deserved because the 

agent was morally responsible for the crime. Many hard incompatibilists 
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who think free will is an illusion, and many naturalists, are revisionists 
calling for an end to retributive punishment.

Susan Wolf has pointed out the strange asymmetry between praise 
and blame. Those opposed to punishment for retributive reasons (as op-
posed to practical consequentialist reasons) are often in favor of praise 
for good deeds. This reflects the ancient Platonic view that we are re-
sponsible only for the good we do. Our errors we blame on our igno-
rance, which is, unfortunately, no excuse before the law.

Other glosses - Illusion, Moral Responsibility, Naturalism, Revisionism

Revisionism
Revisionists hope to change popular attitudes about free will and 

moral responsibility, bringing them more into line with the views of 
modern philosophy. A leading issue is the widely held view among 
current philosophers that free will is an illusion. Revisionists conclude 
there should be an end to retributive punishment.

Other glosses - Illusion, Moral Responsibility, Retributivism

Rule Beta
Rule Beta is Peter van Inwagen’s “Third Argument” for incompatibil-

ism. Van Inwagen argues against the compatibilism of determinism and 
moral responsibility. It is a Transfer Principle of unavoidability (one has 
no choices and can not do otherwise ).

    p, and no one has, or ever had, any choice about that. If p then q, 
and no one has, or ever had, any choice about that. Hence, q, and no one 
has, or ever had, any choice about that. 

Rule Beta wraps the ancient and physical dilemma of determinism 
in analytical logical window dressing. It is identical to the Determinist 
Objection in the standard argument against free will.

Other glosses - Done Otherwise, Logical Fallacy, Moral Responsibility, Stan-
dard Argument, Transfer Principle

S    

Same Circumstances
Determinists argue that, given the Laws of Nature and the Fixed Past, 

it is impossible for an agent to act differently in Exactly the Same Cir-
cumstances. Libertarians demand such Dual Rational Control and the 
ability to Do Otherwise as a freedom condition.

Other glosses - Done Otherwise, Fixed Past, Laws of Nature

Glossary of Terms - R
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Self-Determination
Self-Determination is the idea of a positive freedom, a freedom for 

actions that we originate, actions that are “up to us.” Such acts constitute 
the essence of Free Will. This is Mortimer Adler’s term, adopted also by 
Robert Kane. Adler called it the Natural Freedom of Self-Determination.  
to indicate it is a universal property. It is a Determined De-Liberation.

Other glosses - Determination, Determined De-Liberation, Origination, 
Self-Perfection, Self-Realization, Up to Us

Self-Forming Action
Self-Forming Actions (SFAs) are Robert Kane’s idea of free actions in 

the distant past that contribute to our character and values. When we act 
out of habit today, we trace the Ultimate Responsibility (UR) for those 
actions back to those SFAs. Although current habitual actions may seem 
(adequately) determined, they are still self-determined and thus free.

We can be responsible for current actions that are essentially (viz. ad-
equately) determined by our character and values, as long as we formed 
that character ourselves by earlier free Self-Forming Actions. For Kane, 
SFAs in turn require brains that are not deterministically caused by any-
thing outside the agent.

Other glosses - Self-Determination, Tracing, Ultimate Responsibility   

Self-Perfection
Self-Perfection is the idea from Plato to Kant that we are only free 

when our decisions are for reasons and we are not slaves to our passions. 
Mortimer Adler’ called it the Acquired Freedom of Self-Perfection.  to 
indicate it is acquired in moral development. It is also used by Robert 
Kane. Adler cites many theologically minded philosophers who argue 
that man is only perfect and free when following a divine moral law 
(the moral restrictivism). Sinners, they say, do not have free will, which 
is odd because on their account sinners are presumably responsible for 
evil in the world despite an omniscient, omnipotent, and benevolent 
God.

Other glosses - Moral Restrictivism, Restrictivism, Self-Determination, 
Self-Realization

Self-Realization
Self-Realization is the idea of freedom as freedom from coercions 

that make our actions not up to us. It is known as Freedom of Action. 
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Mortimer Adler’ called it the Circumstantial Freedom of Self-Realiza-
tion.  to indicate it depends on external circumstances. Today this nega-
tive freedom recognizes internal coercions as well, such as addictions or 
mental disabilities. This is the classical compatibilist definition of free-
dom, also known as voluntarism. It is also used by Robert Kane.

Other glosses - Compatibilism, Self-Determination, Self-Perfection, Volun-
tarism

Semicompatibilism
Semicompatibilism is John Martin Fischer’s name for the compatibil-

ism of moral responsibility and determinism (or indeterminism). It is 
contrasted with classical compatibilism, the broader idea that free will is 
compatible with determinism.

Randolph Clarke calls these respectively Narrow and Broad Incom-
patibilism.

Classical compatibilists are determinists. Semicompatibilists avoid 
the determinist label, claiming to be agnostic about the “truth” of deter-
minism or indeterminism. Semicompatibilism grew out of the apparent 
success of Harry Frankfurt’s attacks on the Principle of Alternate Pos-
sibilities.

Other glosses - Agnostic, Compatibilism, Determinism, Frankfurt Exam-
ples, Indeterminism, Narrow Incompatibilism

Soft Causality
Soft Causality is the idea that most events are adequately determined 

by normal causes, but that some events are not precisely predictable 
from prior events.

Soft Causality includes occasional quantum events, which are only 
probabilistic and statistical. This means that they are not strictly caused 
by prior events, although they may be causes of subsequent events. They 
depend on chance in the form of irreducible quantum indeterminacy

Their unpredictability leads us to call them uncaused events, which 
in turn become uncaused causes (causa sui) that start new causal chains.

Other glosses - Adequate Determinism, Causality, Causa Sui, Determinism, 
Indeterminacy, Indeterminism

Soft Compatibilism
Soft Compatibilism is one of Alfred Mele’s terms. Soft compatibilists 

know, as a result of quantum physics, that determinism is not true. They 
think that some indeterminism, in the right places, might be useful. For 
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soft compatibilists, the right place is in what John Martin Fischer calls 
the Actual Sequence, where it breaks the causal chain of determinism 
back to the Big Bang. This position is also known as Source Incompati-
bilism.

Note that soft compatibilists accept the traditional Voluntarism of 
Thomas Hobbes and David Hume. Even if determinism were true, they 
say, there would still be Freedom of Action.

Other glosses - Compatibilism, Determinism, Freedom of Action, Free Will, 
Hard Compatibilism, Origination, Source Incompatibilism, Voluntarism

Soft Determinism
Soft Determinism was coined by William James to describe compati-

bilists, who accepted the truth of determinism. They claimed free will 
was the voluntarism of Thomas Hobbes, the negative “freedom from” 
external constraints on our actions. This is called “Freedom of Action” 
to distinguish it from Freedom of the Will

Other glosses - Compatibilism, Determinism, Freedom of Action, Free Will, 
Hard Determinism, Origination, Voluntarism 

Soft Incompatibilism
Soft Incompatibilism says that free will is incompatible with pre-de-

terminism, and that pre-determinism is not true. It is preferable to the 
loose usage of the plain “incompatibilist” to describe a libertarian, since 
it is ambiguous and also used for determinists.

Soft Incompatibilism stands in contrast to Hard Incompatibilism, 
which maintains that pre-determinism is true and free will does not ex-
ist. It is not incompatible with an adequate determinism.

Soft Incompatibilism involves Soft Causality. Soft Incompatibilists 
accept occasional quantum events, which are only probabilistic and sta-
tistical, since they break strict causal chains back to the Big Bang with 
uncaused causes (causa sui) that start new causal chains. It resembles Al 
Mele’s Soft Libertarianism.

Other glosses - Adequate Determinism, Causa Sui, Soft Causality, Soft Lib-
ertarianism, Pre-Determinism

Soft Libertarianism
Soft Libertarianism is one of Alfred Mele’s terms. Soft libertarians 

think that some indeterminism, in the right place is useful. For soft lib-
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ertarians , the right place is in what John Martin Fischer calls the Actual 
Sequence, where it breaks the causal chain of determinism back to the 
Big Bang. This position is also known as Source Incompatibilism.

Soft libertarianism differs from Mele’s modest libertarianism in that 
it does not require robust alternative possibilities (APs). APs produce 
what John Martin Fischer calls the Alternative Sequences.

Mele also develops a model for “Daring Soft Libertarians.” Daring 
soft libertarians, he says, especially value a power to make decisions that 
are not deterministically caused - a certain initiatory power. This model 
reaches out to Robert Kane’s idea of Ultimate Responsibility, in which 
we can be responsible for current actions, ones that are essentially de-
termined by our character and values, as long as we formed that char-
acter ourselves by earlier free actions that he calls Self-Forming Actions 
(SFA). SFA’s in turn require brains that are not deterministically caused 
by anything outside the agent.

Other glosses - Compatibilism, Determinism, Freedom of Action, Free Will, 
Hard Compatibilism, Origination, Source Incompatibilism, Voluntarism

Source Incompatibilism
Source Incompatibilism or “Sourcehood” focuses on indeterminism 

in the “actual sequence” of events, an event that “originates” in the agent, 
to establish the incompatibility of determinism and moral responsibil-
ity.

Hard incompatibilists deny this indeterminism. By contrast, Leeway 
Incompatibilism depends on the ability to do otherwise in “alternative 
sequences.”

Other glosses - Actual Sequence, Alternative Sequences, Consequence Ar-
gument, Direct Argument, Hard Incompatibilism, Indirect Argument, Leeway 
Incompatibilism, Origination

Standard Argument
The Standard Argument against Free Will is a dilemma with two 

horns, the Determinism Objection and the Randomness Objection.
If determinism is “true” all our actions are determined and we lack 

free will and moral responsibility. If indeterminism is “true” all our ac-
tions are random and we are equally unfree and not responsible.

A subtle combination of randomness and adequate determinism is 
required for a two-stage model of free will.

Glossary of Terms - S
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Other glosses - Basic Argument, Consequence Argument, Determinism 
Objection, Direct Argument, Indirect Argument, Randomness Objection

Strongest Motive
Given the alternative possibilities for action, the agent might appear 

to be determined to select the strongest motive.  But given the complex-
ity of an agent’s character and values, motives and reasons, feelings and 
desires, the idea of idea of an obvious “strongest motive” has been dis-
credited. Some philosophers say that the strongest motive was, after the 
fact, whatever the agent chose, reducing it to a tautology.   

Other glosses - Akrasia, Alternative Possibilities, Self-Forming Action, 
Weakness of Will

Tracing
Tracing is the idea that an agent’s responsibility (or non-responsibil-

ity) for some action or the consequence of an action is not limited to 
the agent’s thoughts or actions at the moment immediately prior to the 
action or consequence, but can be traced back to earlier actions, from 
which responsibility can be transferred. Difficulties arise establishing 
that the consequences could reasonably have been foreseen by the agent.

Other glosses - Consequence Argument, Consequentialism, Moral Respon-
sibility, Transfer Principle

Traditional Argument
The Traditional Argument for the incompatibility of determinism 

and moral responsibility has three steps:
   1. If determinism is true, no agent could have avoided acting as she 

did act - could have done otherwise.
   2. An agent is only responsible for actions if she could have done 

otherwise (the Principle of Alternative Possibilities).
   3. Thus, if determinism is true, no agent is morally responsible.
Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Consequence Argument, Done 

Otherwise, Direct Argument, Incompatibilism, Moral Responsibility

Transfer Principle
A Transfer Principle says that an agent’s responsibility or non-

responsibility (or avoidability or unavoidability) for an action can be 
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transferred to the consequences of that action, or to the probable con-
sequences (strong transfer), or to consequences that could reasonably 
have been foreseen by the agent (weak transfer). John Martin Fischer 
developed the Principle of Transfer of Non-Responsibility as a variation 
on Peter van Inwagen’s “Third Argument” or Rule Beta. Robert Kane’s 
Ultimate Responsibility is Transfer of Responsibility from Self-Forming 
Actions long ago to current actions, however automatic and habitual.

Other glosses - Consequence Argument, Moral Responsibility, Rule Beta, 
Self-Forming Actions, Ultimate Responsibility  

U    

Ultimacy
Ultimacy or the Ultimacy Condition is often used by determinists, 

hard incompatibilists, and illusionists to deny moral responsibility. Ga-
len Strawson’s Basic Argument is a good example of denying Ultimacy 
by an infinite regress of responsibility for our character.

Other glosses - Basic Argument, Consequence Argument, Responsibility, 
Ultimate Responsibility

Ultimate Responsibility
Ultimate Responsibility (UR) is Robert Kane’s concept that we can be 

responsible for current actions, ones that are essentially determined by 
our character and values, as long as we formed that character ourselves 
by earlier free actions that he calls Self-Forming Actions (SFA).

Other glosses - Responsibility, Self-Forming Action

Undetermined Liberty
A decision that involves chance, which selects at random from a 

number of alternative possibilities that appear equally valuable or use-
ful. When the second stage of evaluation does not produce a Determined 
Deliberation,  the agent can “flip a coin” and yet take responsibility for 
the decision, however it comes out.

Note that an undetermined liberty is not random in the absolute 
sense of having no connection with character, values, motives, feelings, 
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desires, etc. It is randomly chosen from within a subset of alternative 
possibilities that all are rational. An undetermined liberty is a liberty of 
indifference, but it is still a determination that is adequately determined. 
Robert Kane’s SFAs are undetermined liberties.

Other glosses - Adequate Determinism, Determination, Determined Delib-
eration, Liberty of Indifference, Up To Us

Up To Us
The idea that we are the originators of our actions was first described 

by Aristotle in his Metaphysics and Nichomachean Ethics with the 
Greek phrase ἐφ’ ἡμῖν, “up to us,’ or “depends on us.”

Agent causal libertarians insist that our actions begin with some-
thing inside our minds. (Aristotle had also said some actions begin ἐν 
ἡμῖν - “in us”.) They describe this variously as non-occurrent causation, 
contra-causal freedom, metaphysical freedom, a causa sui, or simply 
non-causal freedom.

If our actions are not “up to us,” if we feel they “happen to us,” then we 
cannot feel morally responsible for them.

Other glosses - Agent Causal, Moral Responsibility, Origination,  

V    

Volition
Volition is another word for Will. It implies the moment of decision 

or choice and commitment to a course of action, as distinguished from 
earlier moments of deliberation and evaluation of alternative possibili-
ties. Aquinas, who identified five or more stages, called this moment the 
electio or choice.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Deliberation, Free Will, Volun-
tarism

Voluntarism
Voluntarism is the classical compatibilist definition of freedom as 

freedom from coercions that make our actions not up to us. Today this 
negative freedom includes internal constraints as well, such as addic-
tions or mental disabilities.
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Mortimer Adler and Robert Kane call this self-realization, contrast-
ing it with the libertarian positive freedom of self-determination. Hon-
derich calls it voluntariness, contrasting it with the libertarian freedom 
of origination, without which, he says, we are not the authors of our own 
actions.

Other glosses - Liberty of Spontaneity, Origination, Self-Determination, 
Self-Realization, Up To Us 

W

Weakness of Will
Weakness of Will (akrasia) describes actions taken against one’s bet-

ter judgment. Rationalism assumes there is always a single best way to 
evaluate an agent’s options or alternative possibilities, so that weakness 
of will is fundamentally irrational.

Other glosses - Akrasia, Alternative Possibilities, Strongest Motive

Y

Yes-No Objection
The Yes-No Objection claims that Frankfurt examples can not prove 

that alternative possibilities do not exist, because the agent’s decision to 
act or not to act, to do or not to do, can always wait until the last possible 
moment, so a hypothetical intervener would have to block alternatives 
ahead of time and thus constitute an external coercion that denies the 
agent’s compatibilist voluntarism or negative freedom.

Other glosses - Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt Examples, Information 
Objection, Kane-Widerker Objection, Voluntarism

Glossary of Terms - U
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Émile Boutroux
F.H.Bradley
C.D.Broad
C.A.Campbell
Joseph Keim Campbell
Carneades
Ernst Cassirer
Roderick Chisholm
Chrysippus
Cicero
Randolph Clarke
Diodorus Cronus
Donald Davidson
Democritus
Daniel Dennett
René Descartes
Richard Double
Fred Dretske
John Earman
Laura Waddell Ekstrom
Epictetus
Epicurus
John Martin Fischer
Owen Flanagan
Luciano Floridi
Philippa Foot
Alfred Fouillée
Harry Frankfurt
Richard L. Franklin
Carl Ginet
Nicholas St. John Green
H. Paul Grice

Ian Hacking
Ishtiyaque Haji
Stuart Hampshire
W.F.R. Hardie
R. M. Hare
Georg W.F. Hegel
Martin Heidegger
R.E.Hobart
Thomas Hobbes
David Hodgson
Shadsworth Hodgson
Ted Honderich
Pamela Huby
David Hume
William James
Robert Kane
Immanuel Kant
Tomis Kapitan
Christine Korsgaard
Keith Lehrer
Gottfried Leibniz
Leucippus
Michael Levin
C.I.Lewis
David Lewis
Peter Lipton
John Locke
Michael Lockwood
John R. Lucas
Lucretius
James Martineau
Hugh McCann
Colin McGinn
Michael McKenna
Paul E. Meehl
Alfred Mele
John Stuart Mill
Dickinson Miller
G.E.Moore
Thomas Nagel
Friedrich Nietzsche
P.H.Nowell-Smith
Robert Nozick
William of Ockham
Timothy O’Connor
David F. Pears
Charles Sanders Peirce
Derk Pereboom
Steven Pinker
Karl Popper
H.A.Prichard
Hilary Putnam
Willard van Orman Quine
Frank Ramsey

Ayn Rand
Thomas Reid
Charles Renouvier
Nicholas Rescher
C.W.Rietdijk
Josiah Royce
Bertrand Russell
Paul Russell
Gilbert Ryle
T.M.Scanlon
Moritz Schlick
Arthur Schopenhauer
John Searle
Henry Sidgwick
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong
J.J.C.Smart
Saul Smilansky
Michael Smith
L. Susan Stebbing
George F. Stout
Galen Strawson
Peter Strawson
Eleonore Stump
Richard Taylor
Kevin Timpe
Peter van Inwagen
Manuel Vargas
John Venn
Kadri Vihvelin
Voltaire
G.H. von Wright
David Foster Wallace
R. Jay Wallace
W. G.Ward
Ted Warfield
Roy Weatherford
Alfred North Whitehead
David Widerker
David Wiggins
Ludwig Wittgenstein
Susan Wolf

Scientists

Michael Arbib
Bernard Baars
John S. Bell
Charles Bennett
Margaret Boden
David Bohm
Neils Bohr
Ludwig Boltzmann

Philosophers and Scientists on the I-Phi Website
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Max Born
Stephen Brush
Leon Brillouin
Henry Thomas Buckle
Donald Campbell
Anthony Cashmore
Eric Chaisson
Jean-Pierre Changeux
Arthur Holly Compton
Charles Darwin
Abraham de Moivre
Paul Dirac
John Eccles
Arthur Stanley Eddington
Albert Einstein
Richard Feynman
GianCarlo Ghirardi
Nicolas Gisin
A.O.Gomes
Joshua Greene
Jacques Hadamard
Patrick Haggard
Martin Heisenberg
Werner Heisenberg
William Stanley Jevons
Pascual Jordan
Simon Kochen
Stephen Kosslyn
Rolf Landauer
Alfred Landé
Pierre-Simon Laplace
David Layzer
Benjamin Libet
Josef Loschmidt
Ernst Mach
Henry Margenau
James Clerk Maxwell
Ernst Mayr
Jacques Monod
Roger Penrose
Steven Pinker
Max Planck
Henri Poincaré
Adolphe Quételet
Jerome Rothstein
Erwin Schrödinger
Claude Shannon
Dean Keith Simonton
Herbert Simon
B. F. Skinner
Henry Stapp
Antoine Suarez
Leo Szilard
William Thomson 

   (Lord Kelvin)
John von Neumann
Daniel Wegner
Steven Weinberg
Norbert Wiener
Eugene Wigner
E. O. Wilson
Ernst Zermelo

Core Concepts

Adequate Determinism
Agent-Causality
Alternative Possibilities
Causa Sui
Causality
Certainty
Chance
Chance Not Direct Cause
The Cogito Model
Compatibilism
Comprehensive   
     Compatibilism
Conceptual Analysis
Control
Could Do Otherwise
Creativity
Default Responsibility
De-liberation
Determination
Determination Fallacy
Determinism
Disambiguation
Either Way
Ethical Fallacy
Experimental Philosophy
Extreme Libertarianism
Event Has Many Causes
Frankfurt Cases
Free Choice
Freedom of Action
“Free Will”
Free Will Axiom
Free Will in Antiquity
Free Will Mechanisms
Free Will Requirements
Free Will Theorem
Future Contingency
Hard Incompatibilism
Illusion of Determinism
Illusionism
Impossibilism
Incompatibilism

Indeterminacy
Indeterminism
Infinities
Laplace’s Demon
Libertarianism
Liberty of Indifference
Libet Experiments
Luck
Master Argument
Modest Libertarianism
Moral Responsibility
Moral Sentiments
Mysteries
Naturalism
Necessity
Noise
Non-Causality
Nonlocality
Origination
Pre-determinism
Predictability
Probability
Pseudo-Problem
Random When?/Where?
Rational Fallacy
Responsibility
Same Circumstances
Scandal
Science Advance Fallacy
Second Thoughts
Semicompatibilism
Separability
Soft Causality
Special Relativity
Standard Argument
Taxonomy
Temporal Sequence
Tertium Quid
Torn Decision
Two-Stage Models
Ultimate Responsibility
Uncertainty
Up To Us
Voluntarism

Scientists and Core Concepts on the I-Phi Website



Information Philosopher books are bridges from the information 
architecture of the printed page, from well before Gutenberg and 
his movable-type revolution, to the information architecture of the 
world-wide web, to a future of knowledge instantly available on 
demand anywhere it is needed in the world.

Information wants to be free. Information makes you free.

I-Phi printed books are still material, with their traditional costs 
of production and distribution. But they are physical pointers and 
travel guides to help you navigate the virtual world of information 
online, which of course still requires energy for its communication, 
and material devices for its storage and retrieval to displays.

But the online information itself is, like the knowledge in our collec-
tive minds, neither material nor energy, but pure information, pure 
idea, the stuff of thought. It is as close as physical science comes to 
the notion of spirit, the ghost in the machine, the soul in the body.

It is this spirit that information philosophy 
wants to set free, with the help of Google and 
Wikipedia, Facebook and YouTube.

At a time when one in ten living persons have a 
presence on the web, when the work 
of past intellects has been captured by 
Google Scholar, we have entered the 
age of Information Immortality.

   
When you Google one of the concepts of information 
philosophy, the search results page will retrieve links to 
the latest versions of Information Philosopher pages online, and 
of course links to related pages in the Wikipedia, in the Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, and links to YouTube lectures.

Thank you for purchasing this physical embodiment of our work. We 
put the means of intellectual production in the hands of the people.
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