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Freedom of the Will 

1. Introduction 

So far this book has mainly been about science, or some pretenders 
to the title of science. It may therefore seem surprising that I choose 
to conclude the book with a discussion of one of the most ancient 
and traditional problems of pure philosophy, freedom of the will. I 
hope the surprise will be short-lived, however. It is the sciences of the 
human mind, and their aspirations to provide complete explanations 
for human behaviour, that have naturally focused recent worries 
abont the intelligibility of free action. And, often no donbt at a some­
what inchoate level, it is concerns about the threat to human auton­
omy that have motivated hostility to some of these scientific, or 
scientistic) projects. My own view is that the connection between 
these issues is more indirect. It is the metaphysics that underlies and 
motivates scientism that also grounds doubts about the possibility of 
human autonomy. In other words, the sciences that seem superficial­
ly inimical to human freedom are based on a metaphysics that really 
does preclude freedom. My aim in this chapter is to show how dis­
posing of both the bad metaphysics and its scientistic spawn opens 
the way for a proper account of human autonomy. Such an account 
finally is one of the vital ingredients we need for a more complete 
understanding of humans in the societies that are their natural and 
necessary environments. 

The argument of this book so far has been that a proper under­
standing of a domain as complex and richly connected to diverse fac­
tors as that of human behaviour can only be adequately approached 
from a variety of perspectives. But it is not at all obvious how con­
cerns about human autonomy are defused by the move from a single 
reductive approach to explanation to a pluralistic approach. In this 
chapter I try to show how the pluralistic framework I have defended 
in previous chapters does indeed leave space for real human autono­
my. I begin by defending the thesis, in sympathy with most nntn-
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to consider that the interest in establishing free will is not the con­
viction that humans are random action generators, but a concern 
that human autonomy is inconsistent with the possibility of fully 
explaining human actions in terms that have no apparent connection 
with the wishes and beliefs of the human agent. Standard com­
patibilist claims that human autonomy and mechanistic causal 
explanation are not mutually exclusive mayor may not be defensible. 
But the attempt to reconcile human autonomy with the complete 
randomness of human actions is surely a dead end.' At first sight it 
appears that, despite the initial worries about determinism, in­
determinism makes the conception of freedom of the will even less 
supportable. 

A great deal of recent discussion of these issues has concerned the 
question whether, in saying an action was free, we imply that the 
agent could have done otherwise. It is generally assumed that if 
determinism is true, then the agent could not have done otherwise 
and therefore that, if the implication just mentioned holds, we can­
not be free. The problem that will be clear from the preceding dis­
cussion is that even if determinism is false, it is far from obvious 
what could make it true that the agent could have done otherwise in 
a way that does anything to illuminate any doctrine of free action. In 
particular, we had better not interpret it as meaning just that the 
action was produced ouly with probability, not certainty (this may be 
true; it just doesn't add anything relevant to freedom). At any rate, I 
am not much concerned here with the question of whether the agent 
could have acted otherwise-my inclination, in fact, is to thiul< this 
is largely irrelevant to questions of freedom. My concern is rather 
with autonomy, in the sense that the agent can be seen as truly the 
originator of an action. This idea can be found most clearly in the 
concept of agent causation, deriving from Roderick Chisholm 
(I 964). This is the concept of an agent as an initial source, rather 
than merely an intermediate liul< in the chain, of causality-or as he 
says, a 'prime mover'. For Chisholm it is an idea directly motivated by 
the thought that a responsible agent must have the power either to 
act or to refrain from acting. Chisholm also seems to think that this 

encing them. Though this makes the idea less absurd from the point of view of under­
standing human autonomy, it introduces new absurdities that I cannot attempt to address 
here. 

4 This point was clearly stated by C. D. Broad (1952). 
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is a kind of causality unique to agents. I differ from Chisholm, first, 
in doubting the importance of alternative possibilities, and second) 
in that I take agent causation to be much more similar to causation 
in the non-human realms than he allows. 

My aim in this chapter, then, will be to show that the solution to 
the problem of the freedom of the will does lie, despite familiar 
objections, with the truth of indeterminism. But the point of this 
demonstration will not be to defend the idea of alternate possibilities 
(though I am, in the end, sympathetic to this), but to provide a 
proper account of autonomy in something like the sense of agent 
causation. The first step in this account is to distinguish two very dif­
ferent grades of indeterminism. The indeterminism entailed by the 
common understanding of quantum mechanics, while it denies that 
the causal upshot of a situation is a determinate function of any fact 
about that situation, still insists that there is a complete causal truth 
about every situation. It is just that this truth is in the form, not of a 
unique outcome, but of a range of outcomes with specific probabil­
ities attached to their occurrence. Thus situations are still conceived 
as evolving according to laws, just laws of a somewhat different kind. 
I shall refer to both traditional determinism, and this brand of 
moderate indeterminism, as versions of the thesis of causal complete­
ness. Even if determinism is false, causal completeness requires that 
there be some quantitatively precise law governing the development 
of every situation. If we maintain the doctrine of causal complete­
ness, then the only retreat from physical determination of our 
actions is in the direction of more or less unreliability, hardly a desir­
able philosophical goal. However, the indeterminism that I wish to 
advocate is something quite different, the denial of causal complete­
ness.s I shall maintain that few, if any, situations have a complete 
causal truth to be told about them. Causal regularity is a much rarer 
feature of the world than is generally supposed. And the real solution 
to the problem of freedom of the will, I shall argue, is to recognize 
that humans, far from being putative exceptions to an otherwise 
seamless web of causal connection, are in fact dense concentrations 
of causal power in a world where this is in short supply. 

The solution to the problem of human autonomy that I propose, 
then, is a complete reversal of traditional non-compatibilist 

~ Causal completeness remains the orthodox assumption in the philosophy of science. 
It has been criticized in most detail by Cartwright (1999). 
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approaches. Such solutions have assumed that the non-human world 
consists of a network of causal connections, the links in which 
instantiate lawlike, exceptionless generalizations, but have tried to 
show that humans, somehow, lie outside or partially outside this 
web.' By contrast, I am suggesting that causal order is everywhere 
partial and incomplete. There is no such causal web. But humans, by 
virtue of their enormously complex but highly ordered internal 
structure, provide oases of order and predictability; they are potent 
sources of causality. Thus the significance of recognizing in­
determinism is not at all to show that human actions are unreliable 
or random. It is rather to show that the causal structure that 
impinges on human beings, whether externally from macroscopic 
causal interaction, or internally from constitutive microstructural 
processes, is not such as to threaten the natural intuition that 
humans are) sometimes, causally efficacious in the world around 
them. 

This picture immediately accords with some obvious empirical 
facts: among the most apparently orderly features of the external 
world, such as straight roads and vertically stable edifices, not to 
mention complex machines, are products of human action; and 
among the most predictable entities in the world, as Hume, to a 
rather different purpose, argued, are people. Plans can be coordin­
ated among many people, and complex human institutions can func­
tion, because human behaviour is to a substantial degree reliable; as 
Hume remarked, purses of gold don't remain undisturbed for long at 
Charing Cross. All of this is quite unproblematic if we see humans as 
sources of causal order rather than either as exceptions to a univer­
sal external order or as insignificant components of some all-encom­
passing cosmic order. Thus a radical rejection of the traditional 
mechanistic assumption of causal completeness does indeed do 
something to defuse the traditional problem of free will. 

I shall expand on these claims in the course of this chapter. Prior 
to that, however, my main task will be to render its presuppositions 
plausible. The orthodox, though certainly not the universal, contem­
porary view of free will is compatibilist: it holds that everything we 
have any right to want from freedom of the will can be had in a 
deterministic world. In the next part of the chapter I shall argue, 
on the other hand, that determinism, specifically microphysical 

6 A classic statement of such a position is that of William James (188411956). 
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