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two views on free will

1. Two background concepts:

(a) Determinism
i. Some eventA necessitates another eventB just in case it’s necessary that ifA occurs,

then B occurs; i.e., if it’s impossible that A occurs but then B does not occur. In
symbols, we can write this as □(A occurs ⊃ B occurs).1

ii. determinism is the view that every event is necessitated by some previous events.
The determinist thinks that there are no events that could have failed to occur,
given everything that went before. indeterminism is the denial of determinism.
The indeterminist thinks that there are some events that are not necessitated by
any previous events.

(b) Freedom
i. Here are some events that actually occurred:
(E1) Yesterday, I voted in the Illinois primary election.
(E2) In 1999, I got married.
(E3) In high school, I tried out for the honor jazz band. (I didn’t make it.)

ii. Contrast E1-E3 with another set of events that actually occurred:
(E4) Yesterday, I got a headache.
(E5) In 2014, I won a teaching award.
(E6) In 1980, when I was four, I moved to a new house.

iii. All of these events involvedme. But events E1-E3 seem, intuitively, to be examples
of free actions. Events E4-E6, by contrast, are not. What does this mean?

iv. It’s notoriously hard to define what it means for an act to be free. One key idea is
that the action is somehow under the agent’s control. In each of E1-E3, the event was
something that was up to me; I made it happen. In E4-E6, by contrast, the event
is something that happened to me; it wasn’t me who made it happen. Intuitively,
an action doesn’t have to be completely up to you in order for you to do it freely.
In each of E1-E3, my action was influenced and constrained by various outside

1‘□’ is the logical symbol for ‘it is necessary that’, and ‘P ⊃ Q’ means ‘Either P is true, or Q is false.’
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factors. For example, I couldn’t have gotten married unless my spouse had agreed
to it; I wouldn’t have tried out for the jazz band if my teacher hadn’t encouraged
it; etc. But in some important sense, I was essentially involved in bringing the
action about.

v. A related, very common idea is that if you do something freely, you could have done
otherwise. And that also seems true of each of E1-E3. Now, that doesn’t mean that
you could have done anything else instead – I couldn’t have voted in in Indiana; I
couldn’t have gotten married to someone who didn’t want to marry me; I couldn’t
have tried out on an instrument I didn’t know how to play. But in each case, it
seems intuitive to think that I didn’t have to do the thing I did.

2. View 1: incompatibilism. If determinism is true, then no acts are free.

(a) Intuitive argument. An act is free only if the agent (i.e., the person acting) could have
done otherwise. But if every act is necessitated, no agent could ever do otherwise than
she actually does.

(b) Incompabitilism seems to be the “default” position most people take when first ex-
posed to these ideas. It can be developed in two different ways:
i. libertarianism. Some acts are free, hence some events (i.e., free acts) are not

necessitated.
ii. hard determinism. All acts are necessitated, hence no acts are free.

3. View 2: compatibilism. Incompatibilism is false.

(a) The compatibilist says that even if an action is necessitated, it can still be free. So even
if, given all previous events, it was strictly impossible for me to fail to vote yesterday,
the compatibilist will say that, for all that, I still did it freely.

(b) Hume is a compatibilist. Section VIII of the Enquiry is a sustained argument for his
brand of compatibilism.

hume’s argument, stage 1: our actions are necessitated

1. Natural events are necessitated by their causes.

“...every natural effect is so precisely determined by the energy of its cause, that
no other effect, in such particular circumstances, could possibly have resulted
from it” (54).

2. Our actions are natural events.

(a) People take this for granted. They think you can predict and explain human actions in
terms of general principles just like you can predict and explain what happens to our
bodies, plants and animals, the weather, and everything else in nature by reference to
general principles.

(b) Sometimes people behave differently than you’d expect. However, this happens in the
natural world, too (“Uniformity in every particular, is found in no part of nature” (57)
... “when the usual symptoms of health or sickness disappoint our expectations; when
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medicines operate not with their wonted powers; when irregular events follow from
any particular cause” (58).) In both the case of human actions and natural events, we
assume that there must be hidden “contrary causes” to explain why things didn’t go as
usual: “a contrariety of effects always betrays a contrariety of causes” (58).

(c) Compare Spinoza.

3. So, our actions are necessitated.

“...all mankind have always agreed in the doctrine of necessity...” (59)

hume’s argument, stage 2: liberty defined

1. Definition of “liberty”:

“By liberty, then, we can only mean a power of acting or not acting, according to the
determinations of the will; that is, if we choose to remain at rest, we may; if we
choose to move, we also may (63).”

Cleaned up: S is at liberty with respect to action A = (if S chooses to do A, then S will do
A) & (if S chooses not to do A, then S will not do A).

2. A prisoner is not at liberty to leave his cell. On Hume’s definition, this means that the even
if the prisoner chooses to leave, he cannot leave. The guard, on the other hand, is at liberty
to leave (or stay), since if he chooses to leave, he will leave; if he chooses not to leave, he
will not leave.

3. Taking this as our starting point, here is a simple Humean account of free action.

simple humean account of freedom. S did A freely iff:

(a) S did A because S chose to do A;
(b) Prior to choosing to do A, S was at liberty with respect to A.

4. This account makes free action compatible with determinism.

(a) I voted yesterday because I chose to.
(b) Before I voted, it was true that if I chose to vote, I would, and it was also true that if

I didn’t chose to vote, I wouldn’t; i.e., I was at liberty with respect to voting.
(c) Neither condition implies that my voting was not necessitated.

5. Since this is all wemean by “liberty,” we can see that the supposed conflict between freedom
and necessity “has hitherto been merely verbal” (63). With our precise definitions of these
ideas in hand, “all mankind will be found of one opinion with regard to it” (63).

6. There are some counterexamples to the simple Humean account, though. Consider acts
that result from addiction, brainwashing, hypnosis, etc.: they seem unfree, but they can
satisfy conditions (a) and (b) of the simple Humean account:
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brainwashing case. As a result of expert brainwashing by my cult leader, I
change my will so that all of my assets will go to him when I die. I did this
because I chose to, and I was at liberty (in Hume’s sense) with respect to that
action before I chose to do it. But, it seems, there is an important sense in which
my act was not free.

7. There are two ways to deal with counterexamples like these:

(a) First way: bite the bullet. Say that, despite appearances, such acts are free.
(b) Second way: modify the account. E.g., add another condition:

(c) S chose to do A because S had good reason to do A.
The brainwashing case seems not to satisfy this condition. I didn’t chose to alter my
will because I had good reason to; I did it because I’d been brainwashed!

(c) Other modifications are possible. Contemporary compatibilism often begins with
something like the simple Humean account, and builds from there.

8. Free actions vs. free choices

(a) It may not be so bad to think that our free actions are necessitated by choices.
(b) Still, it seems that an action is free only if the choice to perform it was free. You might

think that free choice requires that I could have chosen otherwise, even holding fixed
all of my motives, reasons, etc. I.e., that free choices are not necessitated.

hume’s argument, stage 3: against incompatibilism

1. Suppose you insist that free actions (or free choices) cannot be necessitated. Hume thinks
that what you’re really insisting is that free actions are chance events:

“[L]iberty, when opposed to necessity, not to constraint, is the same thing with
chance” (64).

2. Why? Remember that for Hume, causation implies necessary connection. If A didn’t ne-
cessitate B, then A didn’t cause B. So the only way for B not to be necessitated is for it not
be caused by anything. But, Hume thinks (reasonably), an uncaused event is nothing more
than a chance occurrence.

3. In Section VI of the Enquiry, Hume argued that there is no such thing as chance in the
world; when we think that something is purely the outcome of chance, it is because of
“our ignorance of the real cause” (37). If that’s right, then the incompatibilist insistence
on indeterminism is nothing more than an insistence that an action is free only if we are
ignorant of its real cause – and that seems sort of silly.

4. However, you might disagree with Hume claim about chance. On some widespread inter-
pretations of quantummechanics, there is a degree of objective, non-epistemic randomness
even at the level of fundamental physics. However, this may not provide an adequate re-
sponse to this stage of Hume’s argument, since it still seems that to insist that an action is
free only if it is a chance occurrence seems weird:
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(a) Let C be the total actual cause of action A. Suppose we insist that A is free even if
both C &A and C &¬A were both possible before A was chosen.

(b) What explains the fact that A occurred rather than not? It doesn’t seem that it can
be anything in C, since C was compatible with A’s not occurring. But C is the total
cause of A. So the total cause of A doesn’t explain why A occurred rather than not.

(c) But it is odd to say that an action is free only if its total cause does not explain why it
occurred. It seems to be the opposite result from what we’d want.

hume’s argument, stage 4: moral considerations

1. Hume argues that it is “absolutely essential” to morality that our actions be necessitated:

(a) People are morally responsible only for those actions that they cause.
“Actions are, by their very nature, temporary and perishing; and where they
proceed not from some cause in the character and disposition of the person
who performed them, they can neither redound to his honour, if good; nor
infamy, if evil” (65).

(b) But causation involves necessitation.
(c) So, people are morally responsible only for those actions that are necessitated.

2. Hume considers two objections having to do with God’s nature. Here is the first:

(a) If all events are necessitated, then they are ultimately necessitated by God.
(b) Everything God necessitates is good.
(c) So, if all events are necessitated, then all of our actions are good.

But it would be absurd to think that all of our actions are good. Hume rejects premise (b).
He says to distinguish between the whole and the part. Even if God’s creation, considered
as a whole, may be good, that doesn’t mean each of its parts, considered on its own, is good.

3. And here is the second:

(a) If God necessitated all of our actions, then God is responsible for the evil ones.
(b) If God is responsible for our evil actions, then God is imperfect.
(c) So, if God necessitated all of our actions, then God is imperfect.

Hume says that this objection “admits not of so easy and satisfactory an answer”; the ques-
tion of how to reconcile the existence of evil with God’s perfection “has ben hitherto found
to exceed all the power of philosophy” (69).

appendix: kant on hume

Here is what Kant had to say about Hume’s compatibilism:
“This is a wretched subterfuge with which some persons still let themselves be put off, and so

think they have solved, with a petty word-jugglery, that difficult problem, at the solution of which
centuries have labored in vain.” (Critique of Practical Reason)
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