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§ 1 Introduction





From the role of fate in the archaic myths to the theological problem of predestination, from the a priori arguments against free will discussed by Aristotle vis a vis the principle of bivalence to the early modern conception of nature regarded as ruled by inescapable mechanistic laws, the problem of the relationship between determinism and free will has accompanied the whole history of western thought. Considering its complexity, and the fact that it calls into question many other philosophical puzzles – among which the issue of causation, of time, of laws, of the body-mind relationship and of moral and juridical responsibility – it should be obvious why any conceivable solution depends on basic metaphysical options, having to do with the way in which one sees the place of human beings in the universe.


Schematically, it is possible to distinguish four different positions on the relationship between determinism and freedom, which I will refer to as dissolutionism, hard determinism, libertarianism and compatibilism. Such conceptions basically agree on how to understand determinism, but part their way when trying to elucidate the meaning of freedom or free will and its relevance for the problem of determinism. After a brief but necessary characterization of the notion of determinism, in the following I will discuss and critically evaluate the four views above by taking into account both (1) what matters most to us in terms of a free will worth-wanting and (2) which capacities can be legitimately attributed to human beings without contradicting what we currently know from natural sciences. The main point of the paper is to argue that the libertarian faces a dilemma: on the one hand, the possibility of “doing otherwise” – a necessary condition of a free will according to the libertarian – requires indeterminism or chance, but any kind of indeterminism has the undesirable consequence of separating our actions from our character and our past. On the other hand, if our character has to be fully expressed by our actions, determinism becomes necessary and we seem to be metaphysically unfree. I will conclude by showing that the dispute between compatibilists and libertarians possesses an important but hitherto very neglected pragmatic component as well, dependent on two different ethical attitudes toward a meaningful life. The first, recommended by the compatibilists, focuses on the joy or serenity entailed by regarding ourselves as being part of a necessary natural order; the second stresses the importance of being able to influence our character and the world according to autonomous desires and intentions .





§2. What is determinism?





I will refer to determinism as a scientific-philosophical doctrine according to which the state of a physical system at one instant of time t (whatever that means) univocally fixes any other temporal states of that system, past or future. If the universe may be regarded as such a system, then universal determinism holds. In this case, the future� does not contain any contingent events, namely events that may or may not happen, and what will occur will occur necessarily. In other words, there are no different future possibilities, all compatible with the same present state of the world: no event could happen in a different way or could possibly not happen at all. It follows that if our actions fall within the domain of such a universal form of determinism, any of our choices couldn’t have been different, and in any circumstance of our life we couldn’t have acted differently from the way we actually chose to act. In a word, we could have not done otherwise, ( unless, of course, we had different desires, something that implies a counterfactual change in our past) . 


Three remarks are worth mentioning before embarking on our project. The first is that determinism as defined above makes no reference to epistemic notions such as predictability, calculability, and so on. Though controversial, this is a point that in the following I will simply take for granted.� The second remark is a simple caveat to the effect that the four philosophical positions mentioned above make a significant distinction between determinism and fatalism, as the latter notion implies that what will occur is completely independent of our decisions to act or to abstain from acting. While the fatalist maintains that our actions are useless or superfluous (say, I will get healthy independently of my decisions to take or not to take a medicine), determinists are not bound to deny that future events are, at least in part, brought about and produced by our actions. As evidence for this claim, note to affirm that my present action A deterministically causes a future event B means, among other things, that had A counterfactually not been performed, the actual future would have been different, as B would not have occurred.


The third remark consists in pointing out that the philosophical debate on the relationship between determinism and free will typically does not consist in trying to establish whether the actual world in which we live and act is deterministic, and our actions fall within its scope. Such an important question, we are told, is either left to “scientists”, or is regarded as one which cannot be answered on the basis of what we know about the universe and ourselves today. Determinism is rather presented as a thesis which is true of a physically (and therefore a logically) possible world, in which each event is necessarily caused by a preceding even and in which, as William James put it, «the future has no ambiguous possibilities hidden in its womb: the part that we call present is compatible with just one fixed totality»�. Also in this paper , the question of the relationship between determinism and free will shall be posed by simply having in mind such a physically possible world, without asking ourselves whether it coincides with the actual world.


That such a question does not reduce to a mere academic exercise can be argued for by taking into account two sorts of reasons. The first is that the microphysical indeterminism often referred to in standard interpretations of quantum mechanics may well simply reflect our ignorance of hidden deterministic parameters.� Most philosophers of physics nowadays agree that the standard interpretation of quantum mechanics cannot be the final word, as it involves an implausible reference to observers determining the values of physical quantities during measurement interactions.� The second is that within certain more “exact” interpretations, entailing a real collapse of the wave function (Ghirardi-Rimini-Weber’s for instance , the kind of indeterminism and indeterminateness of position occurring in and before measurement respectively, do not amplify at the typical scales of neurons or of human brains, where the number of particles involved is of the order of Avogadro’s number (1024). To the extent that a large number of neurons are much more directly involved in the explanation of the behavior of biologically extremely complex entities like ourselves, we may even have to assume that the our behavior is governed by deterministic laws, and that quantum indeterminism at the level of neurons is irrelevant. In particular, it is implausible that “neural chaos” might amplify some indeterminism at the quantum level,� since as far as we know quantum mechanical processes are not sensitive to a little inexactness in initial conditions, and in any case chaotic phenomena are deterministic.


In general, however, I think it is safer to recognize that, as long as we don’t know which interpretation of quantum mechanics is the correct one – and despite the fact that the deterministic, bohmian interpretation is currently becoming more popular as a solution of the measurement problem within non-relativistic quantum mechanics� – one should abstain from speculations about indeterminism at the synaptic or neuronal level. For this reason, in the following I will assume that such speculations cannot be used as arguments in favor of some decisive indeterminism in the brain affecting our behavior.� Of course, for fairness, we shouldn’t assume that we have effective empirical evidence that the processes leading to any conscious choice obey to deterministic laws either .


In a word, the task of the philosopher writing on the determinism-free will debate consists in an evaluation of the conceptual consequences of determinism realized by presupposing a possible world in which it rules universally.  





§ 3. Four doctrines on the relationship between determinism and free will





Coming now to the four positions listed above and to what divides them, let us start with the first, dissolutionism, a thesis that defends free will by blunting the threat of determinism. The strategy of the dissolutionist consists in declaring that the whole issue of the compatibility of determinism and free will is really a pseudo-question. While admitting that the macroscopic natural world may be reigned by universal determinism, the dissolutionist argues that if it were simply meaningless to claim that actions have causes, then determinism could not applicable to them.


The attempt at defending the conditional above has a Wittgensteinian flavour and a two-stage structure. On the one hand, it is stressed that a mere reference to the concept of freedom implies the adoption of an evaluative attitude toward an action or its doer, and therefore an attitude which is conceptually independent and autonomous from the descriptive approach typical of the natural sciences and of their deterministic theories.� Once the talk of causes is eliminated, the threat of determinism to our freedom is thereby eliminated too , as on the current hypothesis it would be simply meaningless to claim that our actions are determined by antecedent causes: the linguistic games in which the notion of cause is relevant are completely independent of those involving the notion of action.� To put it simply, the dissolution of the problem of the relationship between determinism and free will calls into play a linguistic analysis of the respective conceptual domains, from which the conclusion emerges that they are incommensurable.


The remaining three position mentioned above distinguish themselves from dissolutionism because they grant that human actions may be subject, in principle, to causal explanations. This means that they claim that it is perfectly meaningful and conceptually appropriate to ask what is the cause of any action, but part their ways because of (i) their different conceptions of freedom and (ii) their different approaches to explaining human actions. 


In particular, according to the second position, hard (incompatibilist) determinism, our actions require deterministic explanations that exclude free will or freedom tout court. The “hard” determinist claims in fact that all our actions are causally determined, and that their causes can be traced back to events that precede our birth and are therefore beyond our control. In a word, our impression of freely choosing among different alternatives is a mere illusion, and can be explained with our ignorance of the causes (biological, psychological or social or a combination of these) univocally determining the choice. To use a brilliant simile due to Spinoza – who, however, was a compatibilist – people believing they are free are similar to an hypothetical sentient stone which, in “free fall” under its weight, is convinced to be able to choose the place, the velocity and the time of its fall, deciding somewhat its trajectory. For the hard determinist, all our actions are determined in such a way as to make any form of freedom or autonomy impossible, a position that in the Enlightenment was defended by authors like d’Holbach and in our century by various philosophers and scientists, like the psychologist B.F. Skinner and the Cambridge philosopher C.D. Broad.


Libertarianism, the third position mentioned above, shares with hard determinism the claim that determinism is incompatible with free will, but differs from the former position because it argues that at least some of our choices and actions escape universal determinism. In particular, a human being is free not only in the sense that she can do what she wants to do – a kind of freedom which is only negative, because it is synonymous with the absence of obstacles to the realization of an action, and is therefore compatible with determinism. An agent is free also and above all either because (i) she could do otherwise, that is, her past and present are compatible with undetermined, alternative possible futures,� or because (ii) by consciously making a choice, she is capable of autonomously giving origin to a new causal chain, a sense of freedom not far from the one advocated by Kant.� These two brands of libertarianism differ on how they interpret causation and selfhood: the first, especially in Kane’s version, claims that the irreducibly probabilistic causation that takes place in certain human choices belongs to naturalistic, “normal” forms, in principle explainable by science, while the second brand invokes “exceptional” forms of causation, occurring only within the self. 


It is important to keep in mind that according to the libertarians not all intentional actions require a violation of determinism: for the successful performance of what could be called “semi-automatical actions” – like turning the light on, or rotating the car wheel, usually reliably resulting in the desired effects – there must be a determinist link between our desires and the actions they motivate. According to the libertarians, it is only before some choices are made that the right sort of causation – either natural but indeterministic or just typical of the agent – comes into play. In the first hypothesis, some libertarians suggest that the choice itself is the joint product of our effort to decide between two conflicting desires and some indeterministic processes in the brain elicited by the conflict.� In the second hypothesis, the causal process leading to the choice emerges on natural causation, in such a way as to keep a sort of autonomy from the latter. In Kantian language, this sort of agent causation would be a “causation of freedom”, existing side by side with, and beyond, natural-deterministic or indeterministic causation, and amounting to an unconditioned power to originate events. To the extent that the outcome of our actions can be thought of as if they are devoid of preceding natural causes, they are a direct product of the “Self”.�


The defenders of the fourth position listed above, the compatibilists, claim, like the hard determinists, that our actions are determined, in the sense that they are no exception to the way other natural events are caused when they are caused deterministically . However, such a determination is absolutely compatible with our freedom, regarded as the power to do what we want. Hobbes, Spinoza, Voltaire, Hume, Schopenhauer, Russell, Schlick Grünbaum Davidson and Quine among others, have defended this position, which is usually more popular among those philosopher tending toward naturalism or materialism, and which regard human beings as subject, as much as the other animals, to laws of nature. Here is a well-known defence of such a position in Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary:


«A 	and what does then your freedom reduce to, if not to the power to do what your will wants with absolute necessity?


B 	You are embarrassing me: freedom reduces then to the power to do what I want to do?


A 	Think about it, and see whether it can be conceived in any other way.


B 	But in this case, my dog is as free as I am, as he necessarily has the will to run when he sees a hare, and the power to run if he has no pain in the legs. I would not have anything more than my dog then: you are reducing me to the condition of the brutes!


A	Here you are well afflicted by discovering to be as free as your dog! But don’t you look like him in thousands of things? Don’t you share with him hunger, thirst, sleep, the five senses? Would you want to smell with something different from your nose?»


As it is evident from this quotation, the philosophical difference between compatibilists and libertarians boils down to a conceptual disagreement as to what must be understood for freedom or a free will. According to the compatibilist, as for Voltaire, whose opinion in the dialogue is clearly voiced by A, our freedom consists in the absence of obstacles to the realization of our will, although our will is regarded, as any other natural, macroscopic mechanism, fully determined by preceding causes. According to the libertarians, freedom requires as its necessary condition the so-called Principle of Alternative Possibilities, in its turns requiring either the correct amount of natural indeterminism, or a power immanent to the self to give origin to a completely new causal chain, whose first member is completely independent of previous events (absolute origination). As we will see, it is difficult to imagine how such a power could ever be described in scientific terms, since it is difficult to locate it within an evolutionary context that regards the human brain as the exclusive “cause” of our mental capacities.








§ 4. Why dissolutionism must, in its turn, be dissolved 





To a careful examination, it seems plausible to claim that dissolutionism can be defended only we are ready to modify the reasons that are usually invoked to defend it. In other words, it can be perhaps correct to claim that the problem of the relationship between determinism and free will is not genuine, but this cannot be argued on the basis of the two reasons given above.� 


Starting to discuss the first of these two reasons, we can certainly admit that we often use the term “free” to appreciate, evaluate or morally judge a certain action – as one says, of an agent, that she did x freely, without any constrictions or threats. However, the problem whether that action is a consequence of a choice caused by an alleged “autonomous self” – as claimed by some libertarians – or instead can be explained on the basis of desires and beliefs of the agent regarded as ordinary causes – as argued by compatibilists and other kinds of libertarians – does not seem meaningless at all. 


Note first of all that claiming that the linguistic game in which we speak of a “free action” or “a free agent” is essentially evaluative and non-descriptive does not imply at all that it be incommensurable with an attempt to causally explain the action itself, in which it is described as an effect of preceding causes. For instance, when we invoke a childish trauma or a certain kind of education received in childhood as factors contributing to making choices of certain partners rather than others, we are obviously regarding such factors as causally relevant in the explanation. This explanation does not rule out the possibility that we can evaluate the action in question as being completely free, as partially free, or as completely compulsive, for various considerations touching upon the kind of causal explanation that seems more appropriate in the circumstance. 


There are two interesting remarks that can be drawn from this simple example. The first is a confirmation of the view that our evaluations always refer to facts, even though they are logically independent from them, in agreement with the conceptual separation between facts and values sanctioned by Hume’s principle “no ought from is”. The second remark is more relevant to our problem: if the kind of description that we are willing to give in circumstances in which we are explaining an action constitutes, among other presupposed norms, the justification of the moral evaluation of an action, the descriptive and the normative component of the word “free” cannot be regarded as incommensurable. 


In a word, not only does logical independence not entail incommensurability of the relevant “linguistic games” (if we really want to stick to this way of speaking), but the example above shows that talking of “causes of actions” is not at all meaningless. On the contrary, it is a necessary presupposition of a description of the psychological development of the human being that has the ambition of being inter-subjectively valid and empirically testable. It is important to be clear about the import of the preceding sentence: here I am not trying to defend an analysis of ordinary language as the method of philosophy. Rather, to the extent that such an analysis is considered to be the milestone of philosophy, a view that I do not endorse, one should admit the existence of a well-entrenched use of certain expressions. This fact signals that human actions can be, and de facto are, subsumed under causal explicative schemata. 


The latter remark also partially meets the second objection against the meaningfulness of causal explanations of actions. Following Davidson, I regard as plausible the view that reasons for actions are particular kinds of causes, in the sense that our intentional desires and our beliefs on how to satisfy them, can be regarded as causal factors explaining the action, or as sufficient conditions for it. The reason why I get closer to the refrigerator (my action) is given by my belief that it contains a bottle of ice water, together with my desire (intention) to drink, caused by a chemical state of the organism that we call thirst.


The claim that this simple explanatory schema – regarding intentions and beliefs as causes of our behavior – can also be applied in much more complicated circumstances, like the choice of a partner of a course of study, is very complex and cannot be fully articulated in this context. Here, it will suffice to consider a simple argument that has hitherto been partially neglected, but that should convince ourselves of the view that reasons must be particular sort of causes: presupposing a motivational state (a reason) that is also cause of the behavior is indispensable in order to explain how it is that we can move our limbs to act. From this viewpoint, any desire, while indicating the aim of the action, must also be regarded as its partial cause, or its conditio sine qua non. If a reason were, as the dissolutionist argues, a mere ens abstractum and therefore causally inert, in the sense that it cannot be coded in a brain state as a disposition to act, how could it cause us to move? 


Therefore, the dissolutionist faces the following dilemma: either the reason to act does not cause the action and then it could not explain or justify it – given that the action would mysteriously occur in coincidence with its neurophysiologically non-describable, abstract motive – or it does explain it, and therefore it must cause it. There cannot be any gap between the reasons of our actions and their causes, otherwise we would have to adopt strong forms of body-mind occasionalism as mysterious as those invoked by early modern philosophers like Malebranche and Guelincx.


Clearly, the desire by itself does not suffice for the causal explanation: without a well-defined set of specific beliefs on the most rational way to obtain our goals, we would not act in the way we do. On the instrumentalist conceptions of rationality we are adopting here, the belief that by doing x we can get y essentially means that the former is a means or a cause of the latter, its effect. If, furthermore, we consider that any explanation referring to aims or goals (a teleological explanation) must refer to evolutionary factors (that is, to causal factors),� there is no reason to defend the distinction between reasons and causes, at least if we don’t want to make longer the list of the “wittgensteinian red books” that were so widespread in the Sixties.�





§ 5. How to avoid terminological disputes on the true meaning of freedom





It will be recalled that the second and the third position introduced above – hard determinism and libertarianism – oppose compatibilism because they hold that determinism is incompatible with “what we intuitively mean by freedom”, or with “a freedom which is worth-wanting”, because it rescues our moral responsibility. Given that the latter expression (“a worth-wanting freedom”) introduces in the discussion an important evaluative and therefore potentially subjective aspect to be dealt with in the last section of the paper (namely which sort of freedom do we value most?) , it is to the former issue that we now devote our attention: which notion of freedom is referred to by the deceptively simple expression “intuitive notion of freedom”?


It is very important to stress that there are at least three different intuitive notions of freedom that are discussed in the literature, and deciding which among these really captures the essential character of “what we mean or should mean by freedom” (what we could term Freedom with a capital letter) is very difficult if not impossible, considering the vagueness of our conceptual and linguistic intuitions. The three notions in question are (1) freedom meant as absence of obstacles to the realization of our desires; (2) freedom meant as a power or capacity to bring about a new causal chain; and (3) freedom meant as the possibility to do otherwise in the very same circumstances.


The philosophical debate between hard determinists and libertarians on one side and compatibilists on the other, can therefore be explained with the following hypothesis. While the latter claim that freedom essentially coincide with the unconstrained power to do what we want – let us call it, with a somewhat inelegant but useful notation, freedom1 – and that such a notion is sufficient to guarantee whatever is important to us from a moral point of view, the former deny this very thesis. The libertarians, in particular, defend the idea that it is only the possibility of originating a new causal chain in an unconditioned way (freedom2), or the possibility to do otherwise in the same circumstance (freedom3), that would guarantee our moral responsibility. Consequently, libertarians are also bound to believe that human beings are effectively and actually endowed with one or both of these capacities, a belief that is instead attacked by the compatibilists.


At this point, a methodological remarks seems appropriate. If one is convinced, as I am, that there is no internal faculty (the mind’s eye) capable of discriminating with absolute precision and certainty the essential properties of complex concepts like that of freedom, one should avoid to reconstruct the debate between hard determinists, compatibilists and libertarians as one revolving around the question: “which, among the three senses of freedom presented above, is the essential or the right one?”. It is instead plausible to suppose that there are no essential features charactering our notion of freedom, and that the attempt to individuate it would transform the philosophical debate in a purely terminological dispute on the meaning of the word “free” and on how it is used in ordinary language. And the reader might have guessed at this point that embarking in this kind of analysis is not in the agenda of this paper.


Rather, after having distinguished the three notions above, and having recognized that each of these notions has an important role to play in the philosophical dispute, it seems a much more promising line of inquiry to try to accomplish the following three tasks: (i) to study the conceptual relationship of the three senses of freedom; (ii) to study their individual consequences vis a vis our shared notion of moral responsibility; (iii) to ask which of the capacities and power presupposed by each of them can be plausibly attributed to human beings. While the first two tasks mostly call for conceptual analysis, the last problem has an important a posteriori, empirical component, as it depends on how we can describe our biological and social nature, and in particular on how we want to construe, philosophically, the relationship between mind and body. Examined from these vantage points, the debate between libertarians, hard determinists and compatibilists has no terminological connotation on an alleged essence of the notion of freedom, and this looks like a decisive advantage.


�
§ 6. The three conceptions of freedom and their metaphysical presuppositions





Passing now to examine the logical relationship among the three notions of freedom introduced above, let us start from what could be called “the minimal conception of freedom”, freedom1, regarded as absence of obstacles to the realization of our desires, and considered by the compatibilists to be necessary and sufficient for our free will, and by the libertarians and the hard determinists as merely necessary. As the previous quotation from Voltaire has made clear, on the basis of this notion of freedom one acts freely if one acts on the basis of a desire or a consciously formulated intention without physical “impediments” � (the person is not tied up, is not gagged, etc.) or psychical ones (the person is neither threatened nor blackmailed, neither hypnotized nor doped)� , although desires and intentions are determined ab initio to be what they are because they are part of a causal chain dating back to events that occurred well before our birth. 


By adopting this conception, and by presupposing the universal validity and scope of determinism, we must accept that in every circumstance we cannot act differently from the way we acted. In order for us to be “capable” of doing otherwise, in fact, we should suppose to have desires and intentions that differ from those that we actually have – since it is these desires and beliefs that cause us to act. Such a difference, however, presupposes in its turn that our past is different from the one through which we have in fact lived, and we must therefore suppose a history of the universe that differs slightly from the actual history. It follows that if determinism holds, we “could” do otherwise only in possible worlds differing from the actual one, due to their initial or boundary conditions (supposing to hold fixed the laws of nature). 


Here it is of the utmost importance to try to clarify a source of misunderstanding about the correct import of the doctrine of universal determinism. The problem lies in the ambiguity of “capable of” and of “could” signalled by the quotation mark above. There are in fact two possible readings of “capable” and “could” in this context, one of which given by interpreting “capable” as meaning “having the ability to do something” and the other given by “having the physical (or metaphysical) possibility to do something”. Obviously what is at stake in the dispute between compatibilist and libertarians referring to the sentence “she could not have done otherwise” is the second sense of “could”. Suppose that it is determined from time immemorial that at 10.30 am today I pinch my left hand rather than scratching it, despite an intense itch (“a compensation act”). In the first sense of “could”, it is obvious that if I am not handicapped, I do have the capacity of scratching my hand if I want to at any time of my life, and therefore that according to this sense of could, “I could have done otherwise in that very circumstance”. This means that I have learned the corresponding ability, I know how to scratch and I have not lost the ability of scratching my hand at 10.30 am today. But if determinism is true, notes the libertarian, there is another sense of “could” that is not available to me at 10.30, and this sense is given by having the physical possibility of doing something. As a consequence of the very meaning of a deterministic evolution of a physical system, any other action different from the actual one is physically (or metaphysically) impossible. I take it that the libertarian is completely correct in pointing this out, and that the compatibilist should not try to defend her position by resorting to complex but misleading discussions involving other possible senses of “could” . It therefore follows that, from the viewpoint of a coherent compatibilist determinism, both freedom as meant as the capacity of originating a new causal chain that be absolutely or partially independent from the past (freedom2), or meant as the possibility of doing otherwise in the same circumstance (freedom3), are regarded as impossible.


The former (freedom2), regarded in its absolute sense, would imply the existence of events, such as those originating some of our actions, that are either literally without causes, and therefore unexplainable, or caused by a mysterious Self, and therefore metaphysically independent on any natural or social event, a postulation that Fichte correctly regarded as justifiable only via an act of faith.� The latter (freedom3) presupposes some sort of indeterminism by definition, since if given the very same circumstances in which I have to act, and supposing the same beliefs, inclinations and desires, I could do otherwise, in the sense that there is non-epistemic, future probability that I do x and that I do y, it is obvious that the causes of my action are not sufficient to determine it, and are therefore only probabilistic causes. Let us note in passing that according to some philosophers of causation, probabilistic causes can only be epistemic, meaning that the probability attached to them depend really on our ignorance of the complete field determining the effects.� There are also philosophers defending the view that probabilistic causes are ontic, meaning that they cannot be reduced to our ignorance. The libertarian should embrace the latter option, and for the sake of argument I will assume from now onward that this move is legitimate. 


Taking for granted that all the different positions in the debate agree that freedom1 is compatible with determinism, let us remark that while the dispute separating compatibilists from libertarians has both a conceptual and an empirical component, the debate between hard determinists and compatibilists is exclusively of a conceptual nature, as they both agree that determinism holds sway. 


 Historically, compatibilists have defended (and logically can defend) their position by following three different paths. (1) They have argued that their favourite conception of freedom, freedom1 coincides with, or fully expresses Freedom, the essential core of what we mean or should mean by freedom. (2) Alternatively, they have argued that freedom1 is the only kind of freedom that we presumably possess, given the neurological and psychological constraints of our nature, a nature that excludes the other two forms of freedom. (3) Finally, they have argued on a purely conceptual level that determinism suffices to rescue moral responsibility and our worth as moral agents. 


On the basis of what has been said above, the compatibilists should prefer the third option, � thereby rejecting any sort of essentialism concerning an allegedly infallible conceptual intuition, which is the first way above (1). As to the evidence coming from quantum mechanics and concerning possible indeterministic causes of our actions (2), we already agreed that it is too scanty at the moment to construe empirical arguments in favor of libertarianism, or in favor of the claim that human beings de facto act in our world relying on the kind of indeterministic mechanisms required by freedom3. Likewise, we don’t have empirical reasons to believe that causation at the neuronal level is deterministic either. 


However, factual arguments can and should be used against the conception of freedom requiring complete autonomy from the past, since it is very implausible to suppose that we may ever have sufficient empirical evidence to infer that human beings are capable of giving absolute origination to a new causal chain (freedom2).


In order to motivate this claim, let us first consider the conceptual relationship between the second and the third notion of freedom. We have already established that freedom meant as the possibility to do otherwise in the same circumstances (freedom3) necessarily presupposes some form of indeterminism, as it requires that the same set of events, mental or physical as they may be, occurring to the same individual in the present, be compatible at the same time with two or more distinct future courses of actions, and not just with one necessary course, as determinism enjoins.  The “Principle of Alternative Possibilities” (from now onward AP) that is made possible by ontic, non-epistemic indeterminism is regarded by the some libertarians as necessary both for our responsibility and for freedom: “The agent is presented with alternative possibilities (that is, she can do otherwise) with respect to A in the sense that at time t, the agent can (has the power or the ability to) do A and can (has the power or the ability to) do otherwise”.�


It takes only a little reflection to notice that freedom meant as the power to initiate a wholly new causal chain (freedom2) is not automatically guaranteed by freedom3, in the sense that the sort of indeterminism required by the latter is not sufficient to generate the kind of complete autonomy from any sort of natural and social influence required by freedom2. A system evolving in an indeterministic fashion (included human decisional processes as construed by the libertarians) can in fact have probabilistic causes – granted that these are not the fruit of our ignorance and are rigorously definable – that however do not guarantee at all the complete causal independence requested by freedom2 as here presented. However, to the effect that some genuine indeterminacies might affect some of our choices, the possibility of doing otherwise could ground some amount of origination, where the “some” reflects the kind of partial conditioning of the choice by prior causes advocated by some libertarians. In a word, while AP is not sufficient for absolute origination (freedom2), it might suffice for partial origination, to the extent that the libertarian can show that partially determined choices are still the agent’s choice, or the product of her effort.� 


While freedom3 is sufficient for freedom2 only in the specified circumstances and clearly insufficient for absolute origination, it is somewhat more complicated to establish whether the converse implication holds, given that it is necessary to spell out in a clear way the notion of agency presupposed by freedom2 . With this end in mind, we must discuss three possible interpretations of the kind of causal link presupposed by the theory of freedom as origination. 


The first is given by the hypothesis that an unconditioned event of the kind generated by an “originating Self” be indistinguishable from completely indeterministic events, given that also the latter are devoid of antecedent causes. On such an hypothesis, the event desired by the agent initiating a new causal chain must be devoid of any previous causal influence, in such a way that freedom2 requires the sort of indeterminism associated to freedom3 as its necessary condition. On the basis of the second interpretation, one supposes that freedom3 requires, as it is often maintained, a special causal relation, a causation sui generis, such that the Self (capitalized, of course) that produces the choice is determined by some sort of transcendent cause residing within it and to be regarded as causa sui. In this hypothesis, freedom2 would not presuppose the indeterminism of freedom3, but only a (deterministic?) causation typical of the agent, and active only within human beings. Symmetrically to what we hinted above, the third possible reading of freedom2 weakens the requirement of absolute independence of the originating action from the past: in case the self’s capacity of determining its choices were only partial, the dependence on the past of the action would also be partial, and freedom2, regarded in this non absolute sense, would suffice for AP and for freedom3.


Obviously, by considering its exercise indistinguishable from a completely indeterministic event, the first reading of the power of origination makes a mockery of the original intention of the libertarian. If an absolutely unconditioned choice C is one which just “occurs” or “happens” to the agent and as such it has no cause whatsoever, certainly we should conclude that it is not the agent’s choice: if nothing can cause C, the agent cannot cause it either. 


As to the second reading of the power of origination, consider that the notion of an event e that is causa sui is highly doubtful, even independently of purely conceptual issues,� because its existence would conflict with the principle of the conservation of energy. In fact, where does e gets its energy from, if it is not caused by any other previous event and yet it is not purely chancy? This difficulty alone should direct us toward the third interpretation. As an additional reason to prefer such an interpretation, think how difficult it would be to reconcile the idea of a self that is completely independent of any causal influence (natural or social) with all we know about the psychology of children and about the influence of parents on their offspring, or about the relationship between our mood and neurochemistry. 


It should be clear that such a completely autonomous self can be represented only as an ethical, pragmatic ideal in the sense of Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason. In fact, such an ideal presupposes that the mind be thought of as an immaterial substance, devoid of any causal interaction with the brain. However, in light of our current knowledge about the relationship between neuro-physiology and psychology, such a dualism would be much more implausible than the Cartesian one, given that the latter at least made room for the pineal gland as the seat of interaction between body and soul.


If the solution of a completely unconditioned self creates many more difficulties than it can solve due to its providing us with the illusory freedom of complete self-creation, why shouldn’t we suppose that the self originating a new causal chain is not completely independent – causally speaking – from the brain and the environment? In this sense, such a partially determined self could be, at least in part, self-determined. Once again, this solution, in taking a mid-way between the extremes of complete indeterminism (typical of events lacking a cause) and of an absolute self-creation of the self, can make sense only in an indeterministic context. If our will, in fact, were completely determined by natural and social causes preceding our choices, there wouldn’t be any room left for a partial origination of a choice via an emergent causal chain.


In a word, since any reasonable interpretation of freedom2 presupposes some form of indeterminism and therefore freedom3 and the correlated Principle of Alternative Possibilities, it remains to be evaluated whether any form of indeterminism, from pure chance to probabilistic causation or dispositions, is sufficient to rescue the important intuition that we are at least in part responsible for the kind of persons we have become.  . 


The conclusion that I will defend in the final part of the paper is that  freedom1 should be regarded as sufficient for grounding the sense of our moral responsibility for what we have become, since, if we were free2, our sense of being moral agents would be diminished by the intervention of indeterministic processes, no matter how small such an intervention is. Considering the evaluative and emotional aspect of the debate, however, and giving due weight to our current ignorance about the empirical aspect of the debate (we don’t know whether the causes of our action are deterministic or indeterministic), there is no reason why the many libertarians that are still unsatisfied by the minimal conception of freedom should not embrace a pragmatic solution of the problem of free will. While lacking decisive empirical evidence about the causes of our behavior, they should act as if they had freedom2. Whoever feels at home in a deterministic universe, should instead gratefully accept the restrictions of freedom1 as an intellectual instrument to avoid unnecessary anxiety and fear about the future and obsessing regrets about wrongful actions committed in the past. 





§ 7. Why indeterminism is neither sufficient nor necessary for moral responsibility 


 


In order to understand why the Principle of Alternative Possibilities (AP) has difficulties in grounding the concept of moral responsibility, let us focus on two conditions that the libertarians often conceive as jointly necessary for a morally responsible action. The first is that the will of the agent be a decisive factor in the causal process leading to a choice or to an action; the second is that the agent could have done otherwise according to AP.� I will now try to argue that endorsing the two principles above has consequences that, if not in outright conflict with each other – something that would make any theory of moral responsibility requiring them both simply contradictory – are such as to weaken to an undesirable limit our sense of having rationally chosen the kind of persons we have become.  


 With this aim in mind, it will be useful at this point to briefly summarize Kane’s brilliant attempt to reconcile the principle of choice with some amount of indeterminism, in such a way as to rescue ourselves from the tyranny of a completely determining past. I should say at the outset that I wholeheartedly agree with Kane’s thoroughly naturalistic approach to agent causation; moreover, I think that that he has successfully shown that many traditional “conceptual equations” linking indeterminism with lack of choice are worth much more reflection or are even mistaken. Nevertheless, to the extent that I have understood it correctly, I think that his attack to compatibilism is affected by some serious problems, involving the kind of control we have on the outcome of our probabilistically-caused action, its faithfulness to our past values and character, and its justifiability and therefore, to that extent, its rationality. This will make me conclude that compatibilism and freedom1 is the only option we have left.


In a nutshell, Kane argues that there are some choices in the story of our lives that are self-forming, in the sense that they truly shape our character while being partially indeterministic, and therefore obeying to AP. According to Kane, the existence of self-forming actions of this sort is sufficient to claim that we are ultimately responsible for the kind of persons we have become and even to claim that we “create” or “originate” ourselves, at least to some degree. While Kane partially agrees with Frankfurt and Dennett that it not necessary to suppose that AP applies to each and every choice of our life, he argues with the typical libertarian incompatibilist that at least in some of the critical moments of our past our actions must have obeyed to AP in order to ground our being responsible for our character. Whenever self-forming actions took place, there must have been at least two conflicting desires to do two opposite actions: Kane’s empirical hypothesis here is that it is our being undecided about what to do, and our consequent effort to come to a resolution, that generates some tiny stochastic (quantum) mechanism in the brain that may amplify through chaos, and may eventually terminate the conflict by making us decide to do x or y. AP would thereby be satisfied, since both actions are ontically, i.e., non-epistemically possible given the same past. Moreover, given that before the choice we were undecided by having good reasons to do x and to do y, after the choice is made, whichever way we chose, we can still say to have wanted and chosen responsibly and rationally the outcome, whatever that was. Furthermore, since in the process of rational deliberation, it was our effort to come to a decision within our divided self that generated the random mechanism precipitating our choice, we can say with no contradiction that we were in (partial) control of the choice, and that we have chosen its outcome despite the fact the choice itself obeys AP.�


In order to begin our evaluation of this interesting proposal, first of all notice that the agent who is torn between two conflicting desires cannot in principle have sufficient or overriding a priori reasons to do x rather than y. Otherwise, on the basis of Kane’s empirical hypothesis, a deterministic account of the action would suffice: in fact, he argues that it is the intervention of the agent’s reasons to do x that create “the indeterministic disturbance” for the y action, and conversely. I think that his hypothesis of a link between our having a sufficient reason for x and deterministic accounts of x is quite reasonable also from a conceptual viewpoint: true, an agent might have sufficient, overriding reasons to do x rather than y, and yet y might still be physically possible for her, thereby saving AP. However, in circumstances in which the agent knows what to do or needs no deliberation at all, any option other than the one she chooses is not really open for her: at least introspectively, she would not and could not do otherwise. AP seems to “practically” fail when the agent is not torn between alternatives or even when there is only a negligibly little probability that the agent might do otherwise. It is only when both options are open that the intervention of the indeterministic disturbance creates the sufficient reason to do x or y.


Granting this point to Kane, I now ask: if we knew that, after a long and rational deliberation, it is a random mechanism created in the brain by our own effort that decides and “cuts the Gordian knot”,� why shouldn’t we help ourselves by tossing a coin whenever we find ourselves in the same circumstances of a self-forming action? This would be a perfectly rational procedure: isn’t coin tossing or any other random process to that extent as good as the ontically indeterministic processes in our brain?� Of course, I am not claiming that we should always adopt this procedure: if we know what to do, we can leave our coins alone, but, for the reasons seen above, in these cases deterministic explanations of the action suffice, since we do have from the start overriding, sufficient reasons to do x rather than y and AP does not apply. However, whenever we are still at a loss in taking a decision after a long deliberation and a prolonged effort to decide, and we know in advance from Kane’s hypothesis that in the end the decisive probabilistic, causal move will be made by a purely random mechanism generated by our own doubts, then tossing a coin just before the action of the natural “epicurean swerve” in the brain is about to take place would be just as rational as letting our neural pathways “take a decision for us”. Coin tossing is as good a system to decide as any other indeterministic system that evolution might have invented. 


Please note that by raising this point I am not thereby disagreeing with Kane on the following conceptual claim: if we chose to toss a coin in order to decide (instead of relying on the unconscious “neural swerve”), we could still claim responsibility for the outcome, as much we do in the case of the “neural swerve”, and we could claim that the choice is, to some extent, ours, even though realized via an external, artificial device like a coin. In other words, if we decided to entrust the choice to a coin rather than provoking it directly in the brain via the swerve, we wouldn’t need to change a word in Kane’s account of indeterministic choices still being the agent’s choices. This somehow reinforces his point: the internal swerve is caused by the self’s effort to decide (exactly as the external toss is), and its outcome is indeterministically caused by the self, exactly as the result of the toss is probabilistically caused by the toss, if we accept, incorrectly but for the sake of the argument in this context, that a tossed coin models an ontically indeterministic process.� 


Analogously, since it does not make too much sense to claim in the coin case that we are in control of the outcome, by symmetry it does not make sense to claim that we are in control of the outcome of the neural “swerve”. While Kane acknowledges this fact, I think that its consequences for our worth and responsibility as moral agents are much more serious than he is willing to admit: we have become the kind of person we are as a consequence of series of random tosses of coins on whose outcomes we had no control whatsoever! 


Perhaps this consequence is unavoidable if one wants to stick with AP, but consider now a further problem: being undecided about what to do, or having frequent moral conflicts, might in part be a matter of character. Perhaps it is part of the human nature to undergo moral conflicts in crucial circumstances of our life: the important conceptual connection between “becoming a certain kind of person” and deciding is of course given by our being “at crossroads” sometimes and having to take important decisions affecting our whole life. However, should we then say of a person P that by character always knows what to do, or that always solves her moral conflicts by finding some overriding reasons to do one thing rather than another, without “the help” of neural indeterminacies, that she is not free or responsible? If we answer no to this question, and I don’t know why we shouldn’t do so on the level of conceptual analysis, then the connection between free will on the one hand, and the whole idea of our being in moral conflict as something generating indeterminism on the other seems lost. True enough, Kane’s hypothesis is empirical, but the lack of a conceptual support to the empirical proposal in this case is a drawback: being very often torn in conflicts of conscience may reflect a bad light on the wholeheartedness and solidity of our moral values.


This last remark suggests another question: is being free a matter of degree, depending on the number of moral conflicts we have had in our lives and on how we solved them? Perhaps, but then it is also plausible to suppose that finding an overriding reason to do x after some time (having a sufficient, deterministic cause to act, in circumstances in which I could not do y) is at least as rational a procedure as letting the indeterminacy at the neuronal level play some role, no matter how small, in reaching the crucial decision. At least some of us would prefer to know that our important decisions have been the product of efforts eventuated in an overriding reason to do x rather than y via deterministic processes, rather than knowing that some amount of indeterminism has played a role. Since on the rationality of choosing under an ontically construed AP I will return below, let me just note that I am not claiming that the agent does not choose in the indeterministic circumstances that Kane has considered. Rather, all I am claiming is that if the parallel between the neural swerve and coin tossing is appropriate (imagine that whenever the swerve is about to take place we stop thinking and toss a coin), having become the kind of person we are thanks to the results of a series of tosses of coins does not seem to help our moral dignity more than accepting the necessity of deterministic choices, that at least can be fully (not just probabilistically) caused by the self’s reasons.


Often, Kane seems to underline the advantage of the risky and future-oriented nature of indeterministic choices (“only time will tell”). However, what prevents the compatibilist from accepting risks in deciding, and then making her necessary choice, consequent to her necessary decision, her own choice, by claiming full responsibility for it as much as the “indeterminist” does? Isn’t this a way of identifying oneself (Frankfurt’s notion), namely what you are, with what you have become after what you have chosen in virtue of your strongest, sufficient reason? Such an identification serves of course the purpose of reinforcing your decision if doubts were to arise after the choice has been made. Moreover, the libertarian must concede that also the determinist ignores the outcome of her decisions beforehand, even though a compatibilist must insists on purely epistemic limitations, dependent on the fact that the decision is deterministically caused by the deliberation process itself. I am not begging the question about the epistemic nature of the probabilities here, but just reminding ourselves that even if we discovered that instability and chaos were predominant in the brain, as some empirical hypothesis nowadays seem to imply, the compatibilist would have her own epistemic explanation of the chaotic and unpredictable but deterministic nature of our decisions. 


Just to mention another undesirable moral consequence of indeterministic choices, let us remark that the alleged stochastic or indeterministic mechanism of decision would not have any other effect than that of separating the action from (i) the desires of the agent or (ii) from her decision, depending on whether the mechanism itself intervenes before (i) or after (ii) the decision itself. As the libertarians knows too well, if the separation in question occurred after the decision has been taken, our desired and beliefs would end up (more or less often) in ineffective and frustrating actions, due to the intervention of (more or less radical) probabilistic processes. Our experience, however, refutes this hypothesis. Since the separation realized by a slight among of chance must occur before the decision or the agent’s choice, the agent’s values and interests, which form an essential part of what we call “character” and which accumulated in the past existence of the person, can influence the decision only probabilistically.� It follows that, as the libertarian acknowledges, the more random the probabilistic mechanism, the less faithful is the agent’s action to her values and will and in some sense the less free she is.� 


However, as hinted above, we can ask whether a very small amount of indeterminism or randomness (a negligibly little probability that one can do otherwise) sufficient to make the libertarian happy, given that in this case the other option is practically close to us? It is clear that AP in some sense demands really open possibilities of choice and therefore “no overriding reasons”, but this demand, in turn, creates tension with the important moral value of faithfulness to our past. For instance, it is possible to demonstrate that if our decision were governed by irreducibly stochastic processes, similar to those modelled by the so-called Markov chains, later states would literally have no memory of earlier states, in the sense that they would not depend on them even in a probabilistic sense (they would be statistically independent on the remoter past).� Analogous considerations, that can be generalized, show that moral values like “coherence with oneself”, which presupposes an important amount of continuity, would be less safeguarded or guaranteed by significant, non-negligible indeterministic processes in the sense specified above. � 


It then seems that the libertarian faces a dilemma. Either the possibility of doing otherwise is trivially satisfied also in a deterministic world – and then it is referred to a possible world with a history that differs from the actual past – or it presupposes some sort of indeterministic processes, in the sense that in that very circumstance the agent could have done otherwise. However, by taking the latter horn of the dilemma, it is possible to argue that if such an indeterminism did occur, it could not be invoked to preserve our dignity of moral agents, because, besides the problems already discussed, it would in addition make our actions utterly unexplainable, though probabilistically caused by the agent. How plausible is a view of our life in which its decisive moments, the “bifurcating” choices, cannot be literally justified? To the extent that the rationality of a decision requires our capacity to justify it, and the justification of an action in its turn entails the possibility of explaining it, even a little amount of indeterminism introduces a little explanatory gap, and therefore, by modus tollens, a little hole in the game of giving reason and therefore in the rationality of the choice. 


As an example, consider a person that must decide whether to lie in front of a jury, in a situation in which she has some prudential and moral reasons not to do so. According to AP, such a person is considered to be free3 if in those very circumstances she could also lie. Remember that the sense of “could” in question has nothing to do with her possessing the “ability to lie”, in the sense in which most of us do not have the ability of running the 100 meters under 10 seconds. We are talking here about an individual that has no psychological compulsion to tell the truth, but rather the ability to lie if necessary and advisable, but that in this circumstance has some physical possibility to lie but also to tell the truth. Let us also suppose that relatively to the same previous circumstances, the two alternative actions – to lie and to tell the truth – can be assigned, as libertarian wants, two distinct non-epistemic probabilities greater than zero, in such a way that both actions cannot be regarded as devoid of causes. Let us suppose, in other words, that the (unknown) probability of lying is smaller than 0.5, but still significantly greater than 0, just to avoid the case of the “practically close alternative” mentioned above, in which AP would not apply.


 It is instructive to compare the outcome of the choice of this person to the case of a vertically polarized photon either going or not going trough a polarizer inclined at more than 45 degrees. Since in the hypothesis that quantum mechanics is complete the individual process of being either absorbed or passing the polarizer by a single photon is ontically undetermined, each photon is completely identical to any other, but still some of them go through and the rest of the photons don’t, according to the probability given by the cos2 of the angle between the vertical direction and the orientation of the polarizer. Note that in this experimental situation, quantum mechanics in its standard interpretation tells us that there is no reason or explanation whatsoever as to why each single photon passes and another one doesn’t. Of course, by obeying the cos2 probabilistic law, we know that in a large number of trials, behind the polarizer we will have counted the appropriate proportion of photons that have passed the test. 


For analogy, now consider a great number of identical replica of the person having to decide in front of the jury whether to lie or not. Recall that probabilities have to be ontic, so that each of the individual is identical to any other replica up to the moment of decision, and the rest of the world is identical too. Only in a certain percentage of the worlds we are considering does the person lie, while in the other part she tells the truth according to the probability we may have. It then follows that the set of single individual events and circumstances preceding the decision not to lie – in which we include all the desires, the beliefs, and the moral values of the person in question, and therefore anything that matters for her – literally cannot fully explain the decision not to lie, given that they are compatible also with the opposite choice. 


 This conclusion holds independently of one’s interpretation of probability, and cannot be blocked by the correct move, usually made by libertarians, of refuting the identification of indeterminism with absence of cause. Here the probabilistic cause of the decision is the agent’s past, together with her values and her evaluation of the situation in which she finds herself, while in the photon case the cause is the state of the photon before the impact, but the point is that such causes are not sufficient to give us an explanation of the particular outcome. Suppose in fact that the person tells the truth in this world: the very same set of events or circumstances should be taken into consideration also in order to explain the decision to lie in another possible world, which was an alternative possibility open to the agent. In a word, what can be invoked to explain the event in question is  only a certain probabilistic, objective, non-epistemic dispositions to tell the truth in certain circumstances, given the agent’s past. 


 In this latter hypothesis, however, everything depends on how to read the vague term “objective disposition”. Many compatibilists have argued that if by “objective disposition” we just mean chance or “absence of cause”, and if there is literally nothing that causes the decision in question, then certainly not even the self can do it.� If by “disposition” we more charitably refer to an non-epistemic, probabilistic tendency of the individual agent (of the photons) to react in a certain circumstance in a certain way in a great number of trials (probabilistic cause), we are still at a loss to explain the single case, because “disposition” seem to refer to the whole set of possible worlds that we may want to introduce to make sense of a probability assignment. Notice that in the photons case, the existence of a precise quantitative law (Intensityout = Intensityin . cos2) always gives the opportunity to interpret any talk of propensity attributed to single photons as an roundabout way to talk about the law referring to many repetitions of single trials. On the contrary, the attribution to a person of a quantitatively precise propensity to tell the truth in those same circumstances according to a law is highly doubtful, given that experiments controlling all the circumstances of the action are practically impossible. And even if talking about dispositions or propensities of individuals does not require introducing precisely formulated quantitative laws but only qualitative possibilities or probabilities, the propensity interpretation of probability suffers from many difficulties, given by the time-asymmetric nature of probability contrasted by the time-asymmetric character of dispositions.  


Being forced to grant that the evaluation of the probability of certain actions are essentially qualitative or comparative, the libertarian must also admit that even if there were irreducibly statistical laws of our behavior, they would not serve to apply the Principle of Alternative Possibility to individuals. Let us suppose the existence of hypothetical statistical laws affirming, for example, that a person born in a given suburb has a certain fixed probability of committing a crime. With respect to such laws, A. Grünbaum writes: «an irreducibly statistical law enables us to say with respect to any individual A that commits a crime, that A might have been among those that do not commit crimes. But such a laws does not allow us to say that the individual that commits the crime could have done otherwise».� The fact that a statistical law by definition does not give us any information on a specific individual turns the appeal of indeterminism into a completely useless strategy, at least from the perspective of using the Principle of Alternative Possibility and therefore freedom3 to explain the particular self-forming action. And if we cannot explain why we chose what we chose, except for mentioning our effort to decide as a probabilistic cause, how can we consider our choice to be justifiable and therefore rational?


In sum, an action in which ontic stochastic mechanisms are present in order for it to obey AP would not fully express the character of a person, but would only have the result of loosening the link with her moral values, loosening her control of the outcome and its justifiability and therefore rationality, the more so the closer the probability in question approaches mere chance. However, if the amount of indeterminism introduced is too small, it may not be sufficient to open the possibilities to the agent as AP requires, since the agent would only have a negligible probability to do otherwise and overriding reasons not to do so.  


§ 8 Living with second-order, deterministic desires





  In order to claim that are ultimately responsible for what we are, have become, and will become, we must assume that we are capable to influence or even partially shape our character by making certain choices rather than others. The main question is, of course, whether in order to ground this capacity we must surrender to AP and to its related problems or whether determinism suffices, despite its limitations concerning our not being able to do otherwise (except counterfactually).


If we are compatibilist, for instance, we must argue that when we decide to act in a generous way in a given circumstance, we must have an overriding and sufficient reason to realize our desire to be generous, arrived at without the help of any indeterministic process. In particular, this means that our thinking of acting otherwise before the action just reflects our not having yet decided what to do. Though in that very circumstance we cannot do otherwise but act generously, a fact that may seem to jeopardize our responsibility, the desire to be generous that is so prevalent in that moment may of course have been absent in previous stages of our life and it can have begun to be more active at other stages, due to the causally deterministic influence of someone else, or due to our own experience of acute unhappiness following a selfish act, and of pleasure and self esteem after a generous act. 


This brief account seem to justify the claim that the determinist has plenty of resources to explain a modification in the motivational structure of our moral intentions, and need not assume that the desires characterizing our moral life are unchanging. Following Frankfurt, let us baptize desires to be a certain kind of persons, or desires to have certain desires, “second-order desires”. It is plausible to suppose that our moral worth is constituted by the capacity of overcoming the biological and social lottery of our first-order desires by cultivating such second order desires. Even if we may be lacking social impulses in the first part of one’s life, we have the capacity of developing the desire to have generous desires, a capacity which is manifested by an increased control of our first order desires, and by our progressive “identification” with such acquired second-order desires.� 


What exactly is such an identification with a second order desire? Rather than attending closely to what Frankfurt might have had in mind with this expression, I will try to give my own reading of it, without excluding that I could just expressed what he had in mind. Essentially, as I see it, our capacity of identifying ourselves with a certain second-order desire is a dynamic relation between our moral and personal identity on the one hand, and the desires itself on the other, where the intentional content of the latter involves our wanting to be or to become a certain kind of persons. For the self-perceived identity of some persons, it is essential (in the sense of being a defining feature of what they are) to believe that they belong or will belong more and more to the set of courageous people. For others – and these desires are not exclusive – it matters more to believe that they now belong or will belong ever more to the learned, or pious, or generous, or feared, or respected or self-respecting or magnanimous, or responsible set of people, etc. 


Of course, there is an epistemic and social component in this identification, coming into play in the definition of the criteria for instantiating a certain virtue, and in the way in which a person perceives herself. A person may be generous while perceiving herself as rottenly selfish or viceversa, but this problems of wrong self-evaluation need not concern us here, as long as we recognize that our moral identity before an important moral decision is given by the different weight we assign to some of the relevant second order desires (or virtues) listed above. And deciding means essentially finding out what these are and which one of them matters most to what we are and what we want to be. Of course, if among our second-order desires there is, as there should be, the desire to be a responsible kind of person, we will then assume responsibility for what we have decided to become, exactly as the libertarian claims the agent does after her AP-abiding choice (see above). 


We mustn’t forget that the notion of responsibility is essentially normative, and need not be looked at solely from the perspective of the metaphysical problem of free will. If a person does not have the second or first order desire of being responsible (that is, of accepting the duties that her station and role assign her), the fact that her action obeyed AP rather than a deterministic process matters little for evaluating the morality of the person. A person acting deterministically may be much more responsible in this normative sense than a person who decides with the help of some indeterministic processes and then does not keep her promise or does not do what she has to. 


Let us now consider the already mentioned capacity of shaping our character from a deterministic perspective. We have seen that second-order desires are a defining characteristic of our moral and personal identity, and that the latter is not static but essentially future-oriented, by involving what we want to become in the future. Suppose now that we presently lack generous desires, and don’t perceive ourselves as generous in the present, but want to become generous: how can we influence our present character in a deterministic fashion? By following Aristotle, we may believe that by acting generously we may become generous in the future and the desire to desire to act generously may change our motivational structure by inducing in us the first order desire. Identification with a second-order desire implies then also the recognition that if there is a conflict between two second order desires (say we must sacrifice justice to goodness or viceversa), by having to choose between them we must give more weight to one rather than the other. As a consequence, we discover upon deliberation that for our own identity the property of “being just” matters more than that of “being good” (or viceversa). There is a sense in which we discover the kind of person we are only after we reach a difficult decision via a deterministic but unpredictable process.


After expanded some on the notion of “identification with a second order desire”, we can now explain why it should rely on deterministic causation. Since second-order desires serve the purpose of evaluating how much weight first-order desires must be assigned to in order to become what we want to become, they function like a control mechanism. Now the question is: how can we guarantee to such higher-order desires any kind of efficacious and reliable control on the first, lower-order ones, without a deterministic causal influence? The more random the control, the less successful we are in trying to accomplish our moral goals, given that we would fail at least some of the times. In a word, if the process leading to a choice and then to the corresponding action must express the moral character of the person, that is, it must realize the second-order desire that has the most important defining role in that moment of her life, the process itself must be deterministic. If there is no other way to become a generous person but acting according to the corresponding second-order desire, in order to ensure success the link between the desire in question – however we came to have it – and the action should better be as determinist as possible. Of course, lacking the right education or external influence, we may assume that some of us might lack also certain important second-order desires, but this just shows how important these causal factors are in shaping our moral life, something we know from our everyday experience .


Furthermore, for the morality of a person what matters is, following Aristotle, that that person has developed the “right” character, that is, those dispositions to act morally in every circumstance of our life that the Greek ethic called virtues.� Since “one swallow does not make spring”, such dispositions must be rooted in very stable tendencies to interpret and act on the environment by way of emotional and cognitive reactions. Such actions must be such that, in the same situation or in similar circumstances, they can manifest themselves in the same way or in similar ways.  


Clearly, if in the moral evaluation of a person deciding to abstain from torturing a child during a military campaign, we claim that there is for him a certain probability, significantly greater than zero, to do otherwise, we are projecting a sinister shadow on his morality. A person less inclined than another to inflict tortures to innocents is morally (and socially) better than persons that have some tendency, probabilistically grounded, to “do otherwise”. Some libertarians of course recognize this, but then why not grant that AP can be violated in all cases with no detriment to our moral life? The fact that in an individual the disposition to act morally is a determining, necessitating cause for doing the “right thing” must be less frightening of a person that has both a disposition to be good and a disposition to be violent, with an alternation depending on delicate indeterministic mechanisms the control of which can only be limited. The stronger (that is, the more deterministic) the disposition to act morally, the stronger our admiration of the person enacting it. The very concept of “life-plan”, which is so important in contemporary political philosophy,� requires persons with stable character traits, and therefore persons that are socially reliably because predictable. Such traits are incompatible with the capricious and unpredictable mechanisms associated to indeterminism that the libertarians want to introduce. 





§ 9. The pragmatic component of the debate 





At this point we can bring into the fore the question separating the hard determinists from the compatibilists: is freedom1 sufficient to claim that we are free tout court? I have tried to give some arguments to answer to this question in the positive. The Kantian conviction that freedom1 is the kind of freedom characterizing the chicken on the roasting-jack, however, cannot be easily dismissed by such arguments, as it depends on deep rooted emotional experiences that lead us to believe that the other two kinds of freedom are necessary for our dignity. Such forms, however, in their postulating (i) an unconditioned Self or (ii) some indeterministic mechanisms of choice, seem in conflict either with what we know from the neurosciences (freedom2), or hint to a conception of human action that makes it more difficult to give a coherent sense to our life (freedom3). In particular, we argued that the Principle of Alternative Possibilities is neither sufficient nor necessary to guarantee the kind of freedom that matters most for us, which is a form of self-control operated by higher-order desires on lower-order ones. Such second-order desires are certainly causally determined by the social education and perhaps depend also on our biological make up, but become causally efficacious only thanks to a process of identification allowing us to define our identity in the way sketched above. The compatibilist must acknowledge that the remote causes of our actions are independent of our will (since they date back to events preceding our births) but the causes that are less remote, however, aren’t, since it is our identification with some of our desires that is causally efficacious to determine our actions.�


In conclusion, it is worth mentioning the existence of a sometimes neglected pragmatist dimension of the debate. For example, accepting the view that our actions are causally determined implies some emotional attitudes that, at least for some of us, are particularly adaptive, and that have already been well-illustrated by Spinoza in his Ethics. I am referring here not only to an identification with our biological nature suggested by Honderich or with the whole of nature suggested by Rolland’s “oceanic feeling”,� but also to a softening of the pain originating by our experience of regret for a mistake committed in the past. Such a mistake must be framed in a conception of ourselves characterized by the recognition of the limits of our causal powers already preached by Stoic philosophers; analogously, the awareness that we could not have done otherwise limits an illusory and damaging sense of omnipotence of the Self, who may be convinced to be able to construe and destroy oneself every day. As Spinoza had already anticipated, the fact we could not do otherwise in a certain circumstance may have the beneficial effect of liberating us from obsessive and useless feelings of guilt on the one hand, and on the other, can be regarded as compatible with a firm intention to act differently in the future. A future that the determinist can regard, unlike the fatalist, as being partially the deterministic fruit and consequence of our actions and our will, but that will not be anticipated by an anxious oscillation between fear and hope caused by an exaggeration of our causal powers.


This very oscillation may well be tormenting the libertarian, who feels condemned “to carry the weight of the world on her shoulder”, and who may be brought by her position to feel much more responsible than a compatibilist for situations in her life that don’t depend in any sense on her. It should also be clear why the compatibilist does not spare any person from the pain of choosing: since it is the very decisional process that determines its outcome, the latter may be unpredictable and yet be completely determined by our past. However, it is one thing to know that we incline toward some action rather than another because our past values (plus the causal effects of the deliberation) are such as to have more “weight” than the corresponding others, and quite another to assume that the action is caused by the self also thanks to an indeterministic process. 


Clearly, whoever is frightened by this view of the place occupied by human beings in the universe can defend the option sanctioned by freedom2 and freedom3 and postulate, like Kant, that we are free in other senses. The pain originated by the awareness of not being able to completely changing oneself may induce some of us toward radical forms of libertarianism. Now, whoever lives a fuller life by believing, without any evidential reasons, on her capacity of radical self-determination (not just the process of identification accepted also by the compatibilism) may have good practical reasons to continue believing it. Until we know more about the precise mechanisms causing our actions this attitude is anyway rational. I hope, however, that the considerations mentioned above are sufficient to convince us that without such a pragmatic justification coming from the utility in believing in freedom2 or freedom3, beliefs in them would at the moment be either unjustified or affected by some serious conceptual difficulties. And we should remember that trying to convince ourselves of something that we know to be implausible is not an attempt that is not always successful.�


* I want to thank an anonymous referee for valuable criticism and suggestions that forced me to rethink some of the issues I had introduced in a previous version of this paper. 


� The expression “the future” used absolutely is potentially misleading, since it seems to presuppose that we can partition the universe in non-conventional slices of simultaneous events, something that special relativity enjoins us not to do. In this context, however, we need not worry about the consequences of the relativity of simultaneity for the issue of determinism.


� For its defence, I refer the reader to J. Earman, A Primer on Determinism, Dordrecht, Reidel, 1986.


� W. James, “The Dilemma of Determinism”, in The Will to Believe, New York, Dover, p.10.


� For a sympathetic but controversial reconstruction of the history of quantum mechanics from this viewpoint, see J. Cushing, Quantum Mechanics: Historical Contingencies and the Copenhagen Interpretation. Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1994.


� See J. Bell, Speakable and Unspeakable in Quantum Mechanics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1987, attacking the traditional interpretation as being “inexact” for this very reason.


� For this interesting hypothesis, see Kane’s paper. 


� See J. Barrett, “The Persistence of Memory: Surreal Trajectories in Bohm’s Theory”, Philosophy of Science, 4, 2000, p. 680. 


� See Kane’s contribution in this conference, in which he speculates about quantum indeterminacies at the neuronal level “stirred up by chaos”, whenever we have to take conflicting decisions. My worries about this interesting, worth-exploring hypothesis are voiced in note 20 below. 


� See G. Ryle, The Concept of Mind, Chicago University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1949.


� E. Anscombe, Intention, Oxford, Blackwell, 1959; A. Kenny, Action, Emotion and Will, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963.


� As we will se below, that indeterminism is necessary for free will is advocated in different ways by R. Kane, The Significance of Free Will, Oxford University Press, 1996 and by P. van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1983 and by the same author, “The Mystery of Metaphysical Freedom”, in Van Inwagen P. and Zimmerman D. (eds.), Metaphysics: the Big Questions, Blackwell, Oxford, 1998, pp. 365-374.


� See also T. Honderich, How Free are you?, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1993.


� See R. Kane’s contribution to this conference.


� For a well-known, contemporary version of the agent theory, see R. Chisholm, “Freedom and the Self”, in G. Watson (ed.), Free Will, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1982, pp. 24-35.


� Though this line of argument won’t be explored here, one could try to claim that all our actions cannot be described in physical language and that the notion of determinism is simply inapplicable outside of physical theories. To block this way out, the defenders of the other positions would have to claim that for the meaningfulness of the problem, the mere logical possibility of a completely deterministic world suffices, a world, that is, in which there are very complex laws capable of uniquely fixing the future given the present state  . 


� See W. Salmon, Forty Years of Scientific Explanation, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1990.


� The expression is by D. Davidson, “Hempel on Explaining Actions”, Erkenntnis, 10, pp. 239-253, reprinted in D. Davidson, Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1984, p. 261.


� There is an important trace of this conception of freedom in ordinary language, as when we say that the street or the sky is “free” to mean that it is not blocked or obstructed by cars or clouds. 


� Acting under the influence of a drug may controversially be regarded as acting under a hindering force, in such a way as to let the compatibilist exclude it from the kind of actions that would be considered to be free1.


� A mid-way between absolute origination and complete chance in originating a new action is introduced below. Here I refer merely to absolute origination.


� For a defence of this epistemic view of probabilistic causation, see J. Faye, The Reality of the Future, Odense, Odense University Press, 1989, and more recently D. Hausmann, Causal Asymmetries, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998. 


� See §8.


� R. Kane, The Significance of Free Will, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 33.


� This view will be discussed in the following section.


� One might object that the meaning of cause excludes that the notion of being causa sui is admissible.


� Recall that counterfactual analyses concerning what an agent could have done had she had a desire different from the one she actually had are compatible with determinism, since they rely on the hypothesis that the agent’s past is different from the actual one. This means that the libertarians following AP should insist that a free, responsible action is possible only if, in the same circumstances and presupposing the same set of beliefs and desires, the agent could do both x and y, and we have already seen on what grounds this can be possible only by postulating some form of ontic, non-epistemic indeterminism. 


� For more details, see Kane’s contribution to the meeting and the already quoted The significance of free will.


� The English word “decide” comes from the Latin verb “caedere”, which means “to cut”.


� Of course, coin tossing is a deterministic process, and its undeterminedness is purely epistemic, but for the sake of the argument we can treat it as a model of an ontically undetermined process.


� If one is still unsatisfied with a coin (see the previous note), think of deciding with the help of photons going through a polarizer in the example illustrated below.


� One could pose the following evolutionistic question: how is it possible that two mechanisms with opposite evolutionary features (deterministic and indeterministic) are welded together in a coherent way in the same organisms, so as to be separated only by few instants (before and after the choice)? Furthermore, if our decisions were not always the expression of our desires we would not easily survive. The libertarian might however surmise that some indeterminism in the decision mechanism could help us to decide in a faster way.


� For the idea of chance as a separating mechanism, I am indebted to A. Fine, “Indeterminism and Freedom of the Will”, in Philosophical Foundations of the Internal and the External Worlds. Essays in honor of Adolf Grünbaum, J. Earman, A. Janis, G. Massey, N. Rescher (eds.), University of Pittsburgh Press, Universitätsverlag Konstanz, 1993, pp.551-572.


� Roughly speaking, Markov chains are sequences of stochastic events in which the probability that a certain event get realized depends only on the preceding one.


� Even if it were possible to choose one’s character anew every day, or choosing a course of action that expresses a different moral essence every day, such a way of living would still be the expression of a character, namely of a stable and to a certain extent predictable tendency to behave in a certain changeable way


� Here I am replacing causing with explaining, thereby weakening Fine’s argument. See A. Fine, “Indeterminism and Freedom of the Will”, art. cit., p. 557.


� A. Grünbaum, “Free Will and Laws of Human Behavior”, New Readings in Philosophical Analysis, a cura di H. Feigl, W. Sellars e K. Lehrer, New York, Appleton-Century Crofts, 1972, pp. 605-627.


� See H. Frankfurt, “Identification and Wholeheartedness”, in Responsibility, Character and the Emotions, F. Shoeman (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987, pp. 27-45.


� For the role of virtues in ancient ethical thought, see A. MacIntyre, After Virtue, Notre Dame, University of Notre Dame Press, 1981.


� See J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1971.


� In any case, in order to avoid misunderstandings of the conceptual consequences of compatibilism, it is important to distinguish carefully the determination of an action by events antecedent to it with the psychological notion of constriction.


� See T. Honderich, quoted and for Rolland, see J. Strachey (ed.), S. Freud, The Future of an Illusion, W. W. Norton, 1989.


� On the limits of this attitude, see J. Elster, Sour Grapes, Cambridge University Press, 1983. 
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