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On Giving Libertarians What They Say They Want 

Why is the free will problem so persistent? Partly, I suspect, because it 
is called the free will problem. Hilliard, the great card magician, used 
to fool even his professional colleagues with a trick he called the tuned 
deck. Twenty times in a row he'd confound the quidnuncs, as he put 
it, with the same trick, a bit of prestidigitation that resisted all the 
diagnostic hypotheses of his fellow magicians. The trick, as he eventu-
ally revealed, was a masterpiece of subtle misdirection; it consisted 
entirely of the name, "the tuned deck", plus a peculiar but obviously 
non-functional bit of ritual. It was, you see, many tricks, however 
many different but familiar tricks Hilliard had to perform in order to 
stay one jump ahead of the solvers. As soon as their experiments and 
subtle arguments had conclusively eliminated one way of doing the 
trick, that was the way he would do the trick on future trials. This 
would have been obvious to his sophisticated onlookers had they not 
been so intent on finding the solution to the trick. 

The so called free will problem is in fact many not very closely 
related problems tied together by a name and lots of attendant anxi-
ety. Most people can be brought by reflection to care very much what 
the truth is on these matters, for each problem poses a threat: to our 
self-esteem, to our conviction that we are not living deluded lives, to 
our conviction that we may justifiably trust our grasp of such utterly 
familiar notions as possibility, opportunity and ability.* There is no 

•An incomplete list of the very different questions composing the free will prob-
lem: (1) How can a material thing (a mechanism?) be correctly said to reason, to 
have reasons, to act on reasons? (a question I attempt to answer in Chapter 12). 
(2) How can the unique four dimensional non-branching world-worm that com-
prises all that has happened and will happen admit of a notion of possibilities 
that are not actualities? What does an opportunity look like when the world is 
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very good reason to suppose that an acceptable solution to one of the 
problems will be, or even point to, an acceptable solution to the 
others, and we may be misled by residual unallayed worries into re-
jecting or undervaluing partial solutions, in the misguided hope that 
we might allay all the doubts with one overarching doctrine or theory. 
But we don't have any good theories. Since the case for determinism is 
persuasive and since we all want to believe we have free will, compati-
bilism is the strategic favorite, but we must admit that no compatibilism 
free of problems while full of the traditional flavors of responsibility 
has yet been devised. 

The alternatives to compatibilism are anything but popular. Both 
the libertarian and the hard determinist believe that free will and 
determinism are incompatible. The hard determinist says: "So much 
of the worse for free will." The libertarian says: "So much the worse 
for determinism," at least with regard to human action. Both alterna-
tives have been roundly and routinely dismissed as at best obscure, at 
worst incoherent. But alas for the compatibilist, neither view will 
oblige us by fading away. Their persistence, like Hilliard's success, 
probably has many explanations. I hope to diagnose just one of them. 

In a recent paper, David Wiggins has urged us to look with more 
sympathy at the program of libertarianism.1 Wiggins first points out 
that a familiar argument often presumed to demolish libertarianism 
begs the question. The first premise of this argument is that every 
event is either causally determined or random. Then since the liber-
tarian insists that human actions cannot be both free and determined, 
the libertarian must be supposing that any and all free actions are ran-
dom. But one would hardly hold oneself responsible for an action that 
merely happened at random, so libertarianism, far from securing a 
necessary condition for responsible action, has unwittingly secured a 
condition that would defeat responsibility altogether. Wiggins points 
out that the first premise, that every event is either causally deter-
mined or random, is not the innocent logical truth it appears to be. 
The innocent logical truth is that every event is either causally deter-
mined or nor causally determined. There may be an established sense 
of the word "random" that is unproblematically synonymous with 
"not causally determined", but the word "random" in common par-
lance has further connotations of pointlessness or arbitrariness, and it 

viewed sub specie aeternitatisl (3) How can a person be an author of decisions, 
and not merely the locus of causal summation for external influences? (4) How 
can we make sense of the intuition that an agent can only be responsible if he 
could have done otherwise? (5) How can we intelligibly describe the relevant men-
tal history of the truly culpable agent—the villain or rational cheat with no ex-
cuses? As Socrates asked, can a person knowingly commit evil? 
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is these very connotations that ground our acquiescence in the further 
premise that one would not hold oneself responsible for one's random 
actions. It may be the case that whatever is random in the sense of 
being causally undetermined, is random in the sense connoting utter 
meaninglessness, but that is just what the libertarian wishes to deny. 
This standard objection to libertarianism, then, assumes what it must 
prove, it fails to show that undetermined action would be random 
action, and hence action for which we could not be held responsible. 

But is there in fact any reasonable hope that the libertarian can find 
some defensible ground between the absurdity of "blind chance" on 
the one hand and on the other what Wiggins calls the cosmic unfair-
ness of the determinist's view of these matters? Wiggins thinks there is. 
He draws our attention to a speculation of Russell's: "It might be 
that without infringing the laws of physics, intelligence could make 
improbable things happen, as Maxwell's demon would have defeated 
the second law of thermo-dynamics by opening the trap door to fast-
moving particles and closing it to slow-moving particles."2 Wiggins 
sees many problems with the speculation, but he does, nevertheless, 
draw a glimmer of an idea from it. 

For indeterminism maybe all we really need to imagine or con-
ceive is a world in which (a) there is some macroscopic indeter-
minacy founded in microscopic indeterminacy, and (b) an 
appreciable number of the free actions or policies or delibera-
tions of individual agents, although they are not even in principle 
hypothetico-deductively derivable from antecedent conditions, 
can be such as to persuade us to fit them into meaningful se-
quences. We need not trace free actions back to volitions con-
strued as little pushes aimed from outside the physical world. 
What we must find instead are patterns which are coherent and 
intelligible in the low level terms of practical deliberation, even 
though they are not amenable to the kind of generalization or 
necessity which is the stuff of rigorous theory, (p. 52) 

The "low level terms of practical deliberation" are, I take it, the 
familiar terms of intentional or reason-giving explanation. We typically 
render actions intelligible by citing their reasons, the beliefs and 
desires of the agent that render the actions at least marginally reason-
able under the circumstances. Wiggins is suggesting then that if we 
could somehow make sense of human actions at the level of inten-
tional explanation, then in spite of the fact that those actions might 
be physically undetermined, they would not be random. Wiggins 
invites us to take this possibility seriously, but he has little further to 
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say in elaboration or defense of this. He has said enough, however, to 
suggest to me a number of ways in which we could give libertarians 
what they seem to want. 

Wiggins asks only that human actions be seen to be intelligible in 
the low-level terms of practical deliberation. Surely if human actions 
were predictable in the low-level terms of practical deliberation, they 
would be intelligible in those terms. So I propose first to demonstrate 
that there is a way in which human behavior could be strictly undeter-
mined from the physicist's point of view while at the same time ac-
curately predictable from the intentional level. This demonstration, 
alas, will be very disappointing, for it relies on a cheap trick and what 
it establishes can be immediately seen to be quite extraneous to the 
libertarian's interests. But it is a necessary preamble to what I hope 
will be a more welcome contribution to the libertarian's cause. So let 
us get the disappointing preamble behind us. 

Here is how a bit of human behavior could be undetermined from 
the physicist's point of view, but quite clearly predictable by the 
intentionalist. Suppose we were to build an electronic gadget that I 
will call an answer box. The answer box is designed to record a per-
son's answers to simple questions. It has two buttons, a Yes button, 
and a No button, and two foot pedals, a Yes pedal, and a No pedal, 
all clearly marked. It also has a little display screen divided in half, and 
on one side it says "use the buttons" and on the other side it says "use 
the pedals". We design this bit of apparatus so that only one half of 
this display screen is illuminated at any one time. Once a minute, a 
radium randomizer determines, in an entirely undetermined way of 
course, whether the display screen says "use the buttons" or "use the 
pedals". I now propose the following experiment. First, we draw up a 
list of ten very simple questions that have Yes or No answers, ques-
tions of the order of difficulty of "Do fish swim?" and "Is Texas 
bigger than Rhode Island?" We seat a subject at the answer box and 
announce that a handsome reward will be given to those who correctly 
follow all the experimental instructions, and a bonus will be given to 
those who answer all our questions correctly. 

Now, can the physicist in principle predict the subject's behavior? 
Let us suppose the subject is in fact a physically deterministic system, 
and let us suppose further that the physicist has perfect knowledge of 
the subject's initial state, all the relevant deterministic laws, and all the 
interactions within the closed situation of the experimental situation. 
Still, the unpredictable behavior of the answer box will infect the sub-
ject on a macroscopic scale with its own indeterminacy on at least 
ten occasions during the period the physicist must predict. So the best 
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the physicist can do is issue a multiple disjunctive or multiple condi-
tional prediction. Can the intentionalist do any better? Yes, of course. 
The intentionalist, having read the instructions given to the subject 
and having sized up the subject as a person of roughly normal intelli-
gence and motivation, and having seen that all the odd numbered 
questions have Yes answers and the even numbered questions have No 
answers, confidently predicts that the subject will behave as follows: 
"The subject will give Yes answers to questions 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9, and 
the subject will answer the rest of the questions in the negative". 
There are no ifs, or's or maybe's in those predictions. They are cate-
gorical and precise—precise enough for instance to appear in a binding 
contract or satisfy a court of law. 

This is, of course, the cheap trick I warned you about. There is no 
real difference in the predictive power of the two predictors. The 
intentionalist for instance is no more in a position to predict whether 
the subject will move finger or foot than the physicist is, and the 
physicist may well be able to give predictions that are tantamount to 
the intentionalist's. The physicist may for instance be able to make 
this prediction: "When question 6 is presented, if the illuminated sign 
on the box reads use the pedals, the subject's right foot will move at 
velocity k until it depresses the No pedal n inches, and if the illumi-
nated sign says use the buttons, the subject's right index finger will 
trace a trajectory terminating on the No button." Such a prediction is 
if anything more detailed than the intentionalist's simple prediction of 
the negative answer to question 6, and it might in fact be more reliable 
and better grounded as well. But so what? What we are normally inter-
ested in, what we are normally interested in predicting, moreover, is 
not the skeletal motion of human beings but their actions, and the 
intentionalist can predict the actions of the subject (at least insofar as 
most of us would take any interest in them) without the elaborate rig-
marole and calculations of the physicist. The possibility of indeter-
minacy in the environment of the kind introduced here, and hence the 
possibility of indeterminacy in the subject's reaction to that environ-
ment, is something with regard to which the intentionalistic predictive 
power is quite neutral. Still, we could not expect the libertarian to be 
interested in this variety of undetermined human behavior, behavior 
that is undetermined simply because the behavior of the answer box, 
something entirely external to the agent, is undetermined. 

Suppose then we move something like the answer box inside the 
agent. It is a commonplace of action theory that virtually all human 
actions can be accomplished or realized in a wide variety of ways. 
There are, for instance, indefinitely many ways of insulting your 



On Giving Libertarians What They Say They Want 291 

neighbor, or even of asserting that snow is white. And we are often 
not much interested, nor should we be, in exactly which particular 
physical motion accomplishes the act we intend. So let us suppose 
that our nervous system is so constructed and designed that whenever 
in the implementation of an intention, our control system is faced 
with two or more options with regard to which we are non-partisan, a 
purely undetermined tie-breaking "choice" is made. There you are at 
the supermarket, wanting a can of Campbell's Tomato Soup, and 
faced with an array of several hundred identical cans of Campbell's 
Tomato Soup, all roughly equidistant from your hands. What to do? 
Before you even waste time and energy pondering this trivial problem, 
let us suppose, a perfectly random factor determines which can your 
hand reaches out for. This is of course simply a variation on the 
ancient theme of Buridan's ass, that unfortunate beast who, finding 
himself hungry, thirsty and equidistant between food and water, 
perished for lack of the divine nudge that in a human being accom-
plishes a truly free choice. This has never been a promising vision of 
the free chojce of responsible agents, if only because it seems to secure 
freedom for such a small and trivial class of our choices. What does it 
avail me if I am free to choose this can of soup, but not free to choose 
between buying and stealing it? But however unpromising the idea is 
as a centerpiece for an account of free will, we must not underesti-
mate its possible scope of application. Such trivial choice points sel-
dom obtrude in our conscious deliberation, no doubt, but they are 
quite possibly ubiquitous nonetheless at an unconscious level. When-
ever we choose to perform an action of a certain sort, there are no 
doubt slight variations in timing, style and skeletal implementation of 
those actions that are within our power but beneath our concern. For 
all we know, which variation occurs is undetermined. That is, the 
implementation of any one of our intentional actions may encounter 
undetermined choice points in many places in the causal chain. The 
resulting behavior would not be distinguishable to our everyday eyes, 
or from the point of view of our everyday interests, from behavior 
that was rigidly determined. What we are mainly interested in, as I 
said before, are actions, not motions, and what we are normally inter-
ested in predicting are actions. 

It is worth noting that not only can we typically predict actions 
from the intentional stance without paying heed to possibly undeter-
mined variations of implementation of these actions, but we can even 
put together chains of intentional predictions that are relatively 
immune to such variation. In the summer of 1974 many people were 
confidently predicting that Nixon would resign. As the day and hour 
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approached, the prediction grew more certain and more specific as to 
time and place; Nixon would resign not just in the near future, but in 
the next hour, and in the White House and in the presence of televi-
sion cameramen and so forth. Still, it was not plausible to claim to 
know just how he would resign, whether he would resign with grace, 
or dignity, or with an attack on his critics, whether he would enun-
ciate clearly or mumble or tremble. These details were not readily pre-
dictable, but most of the further dependent predictions we were 
interested in making did not hinge on these subtle variations. However 
Nixon resigned, we could predict that Gold water would publicly 
approve of it, Cronkite would report that Goldwater had so approved 
of it, Sevareid would comment on it, Rodino would terminate the pro-
ceedings of the Judiciary Committee, and Gerald Ford would be 
sworn in as Nixon's successor. Of course some predictions we might 
have made at the time would have hinged crucially on particular 
details of the precise manner of Nixon's resignation, and if these 
details happened to be undetermined both by Nixon's intentions and 
by any other feature of the moment, then some human actions of 
perhaps great importance would be infected by the indeterminacy of 
Nixon's manner at the moment just as our exemplary subject's behav-
ior was infected by the indeterminacy of the answer box. That would 
not, however, make these actions any the less intelligible to us as 
actions. 

This result is not just what the libertarian is looking for, but it is a 
useful result nevertheless. It shows that we can indeed install indeter-
minism in the internal causal chains affecting human behavior at the 
macroscopic level while preserving the intelligibility of practical delib-
eration that the libertarian requires. We may have good reasons from 
other quarters for embracing determinism, but we need not fear that 
macroscopic indeterminism in human behavior would of necessity rob 
our lives of intelligibility by producing chaos. Thus, philosophers such 
as Ayer and Hobart,3 who argue that free will requires determinism, 
must be wrong. There are some ways our world could be macroscopi-
cally indeterministic, without that fact remotely threatening the 
coherence of the intentionalistic conceptual scheme of action descrip-
tion presupposed by claims of moral responsibility. 

Still, it seems that all we have done is install indeterminism in a 
harmless place by installing it in an irrelevant place. The libertarian 
would not be relieved to learn that although his decision to murder his 
neighbor was quite determined, the style and trajectory of the death 
blow was not. Clearly, what the libertarian has in mind is indetermin-
ism at some earlier point, prior to the ultimate decision or formation 
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of intention, and unless we can provide that, we will not aid the liber-
tarian's cause. But perhaps we can provide that as well. 

Let us return then, to Russell's speculation that intelligence might 
make improbable things happen. Is there any way that something like 
this could be accomplished? The idea of intelligence exploiting ran-
domness is not unfamiliar. The poet, Paul Valery, nicely captures the 
basic idea: 

It takes two to invent anything. The one makes up combinations; 
the other one chooses, recognizes what he wishes and what is 
important to him in the mass of the things which the former has 
imparted to him. What we call genius is much less the work of 
the first one than the readiness of the second one to grasp the 
value of what has been laid before him and to choose it.* 

Here we have the suggestion of an intelligent selection from what may 
be a partially arbitrary or chaotic or random production, and what we 
need is the outline of a model for such a process in human decision-
making. 

An interesting feature of most important human decision-making 
is that it is made under time pressure. Even if there are, on occasion, 
algorithmic decision procedures giving guaranteed optimal solutions to 
our problems, and even if these decision procedures are in principle 
available to us, we may not have time or energy to utilize them. We 
are rushed, but moreover, we are all more or less lazy, even about 
terribly critical decisions that will affect our lives—our own lives, to 
say nothing of the lives of others. We invariably settle for a heuristic 
decision procedure; we satisfice;** we poke around hoping for inspira-
tion; we do our best to think about the problem in a more or less 
directed way until we must finally stop mulling, summarize our results 
as best we can, and act. A realistic model of such decision-making just 
might have the following feature: When someone is faced with an 
important decision, something in him generates a variety of more or 
less relevant considerations bearing on the decision. Some of these 
considerations, we may suppose, are determined to be generated, but 
others may be non-deterministically generated. For instance, Jones, 
who is finishing her dissertation on Aristotle and the practical syl-
logism, must decide within a week whether to accept the assistant 

•Quoted by Jacques Hadamard, in The Psychology of Invention in the Mathema-
tical Field, Princeton University Press, 1949, p. 30. I discuss the implications of 
Valery's claim in Chapter 5. 
**The term is Herbert Simon's. See his The Sciences of the Artificial (1969) for 
a review of the concept. 
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professorship at the University of Chicago, or the assistant professor-
ship at Swarthmore. She considers the difference in salaries, the 
probable quality of the students, the quality of her colleagues, the 
teaching load, the location of the schools, and so forth. Let us suppose 
that considerations A, B, C, D, E, and F occur to her and that those 
are the only considerations that occur to her, and that on the basis of 
those, she decides to accept the job at Swarthmore. She does this 
knowing of course that she could devote more time and energy to this 
deliberation, could cast about for other relevant considerations, could 
perhaps dismiss some of A-F as being relatively unimportant and so 
forth, but being no more meticulous, no more obsessive, than the rest 
of us about such matters, she settles for the considerations that have 
occurred to her and makes her decision. 

Let us suppose though, that after sealing her fate with a phone call, 
consideration G occurs to her, and she says to herself: "If only G had 
occurred to me before, I would certainly have chosen the University 
of Chicago instead, but G didn't occur to me". Now it just might be 
the case that exactly which considerations occur to one in such cir-
cumstances is to some degree strictly undetermined. If that were the 
case, then even the intentionalist, knowing everything knowable about 
Jones' settled beliefs and preferences and desires, might nevertheless 
be unable to predict her decision, except perhaps conditionally. The 
intentionalist might be able to argue as follows: "If considerations A-F 
occur to Jones, then she will go Swarthmore," and this would be a 
prediction that would be grounded on a rational argument based on 
considerations A-F according to which Swarthmore was the best place 
to go. The intentionalist might go on to add, however, that if consider-
ation G also occurs to Jones (which is strictly unpredictable unless we 
interfere and draw Jones' attention to G), Jones will choose the Uni-
versity of Chicago instead. Notice that although we are supposing that 
the decision is in this way strictly unpredictable except conditionally 
by the intentionalist, whichever choice Jones makes is retrospectively 
intelligible. There will be a rationale for the decision in either case; 
in the former case a rational argument in favor of Swarthmore based 
on A-F, and in the latter case, a rational argument in favor of Chicago, 
based on A-G. (There may, of course be yet another rational argument 
based on A-H, or /, or J, in favor of Swarthmore, or in favor of going 
on welfare, or in favor of suicide.) Even if in principle we couldn't 
predict which of many rationales could ultimately be correctly cited 
in justification or retrospective explanation of the choice made by 
Jones, we could be confident that there would be some sincere, au-
thentic, and not unintelligible rationale to discover. 
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The model of decision making I am proposing has the following 
feature: when we are faced with an important decision, a considera-
tion-generator whose output is to some degree undetermined pro-
duces a series of considerations, some of which may of course be 
immediately rejected as irrelevant by the agent (consciously or uncon-
sciously). Those considerations that are selected by the agent as having 
a more than negligible bearing on the decision then figure in a reason-
ing process, and if the agent is in the main reasonable, those considera-
tions ultimately serve as predictors and explicators of the agent's final 
decision. What can be said in favor of such a model, bearing in mind 
that there are many possible substantive variations on the basic 
theme? 

First, I think it captures what Russell was looking for. The intelli-
gent selection, rejection and weighting of the considerations that do 
occur to the subject is a matter of intelligence making the difference. 
Intelligence makes the difference here because an intelligent selection 
and assessment procedure determines which microscopic indetermina-
cies get amplified, as it were, into important macroscopic determiners 
of ultimate behavior. 

Second, I think it installs indeterminism in the right place for the 
libertarian, if there is a right place at all. The libertarian could not 
have wanted to place the indeterminism at the end of the agent's 
assessment and deliberation. It would be insane to hope that after all 
rational deliberation had terminated with an assessment of the best 
available course of action, indeterminism would then intervene to flip 
the coin before action. It is a familiar theme in discussions of free will 
that the important claim that one could have done otherwise under 
the circumstances is not plausibly construed as the claim that one 
could have done otherwise given exactly the set of convictions and 
desires that prevailed at the end of rational deliberation. So if there is 
to be a crucial undetermined nexus, it had better be prior to the final 
assessment of the considerations on the stage, which is right where we 
have located it. 

Third, I think that the model is recommended by considerations 
that have little or nothing to do with the free will problem. It may 
well turn out to be that from the point of view of biological engineer-
ing, it is just more efficient and in the end more rational that decision-
making should occur in this way. Time rushes on, and people must 
act, and there may not be time for a person to canvass all his beliefs, 
conduct all the investigations and experiments that he would see were 
relevant, assess every preference in his stock before acting, and it may 
be that the best way to prevent the inertia of Hamlet from overtaking 
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us is for our decision-making processes to be expedited by a process of 
partially random generation and test. Even in the rare circumstances 
where we know there is, say, a decision procedure for determining the 
optimal solution to a decision problem, it is often more reasonable to 
proceed swiftly and by heuristic methods, and this strategic principle 
may in fact be incorporated as a design principle at a fairly fundamen-
tal level of cognitive-conative organization. 

A fourth observation in favor of the model is that it permits moral 
education to make a difference, without making all of the difference. 
A familiar argument against the libertarian is that if our moral deci-
sions were not in fact determined by our moral upbringing, or our 
moral education, there would be no point in providing such an educa-
tion for the young. The libertarian who adopted our model could 
answer that a moral education, while not completely determining the 
generation of considerations and moral decision-making, can neverthe-
less have a prior selective effect on the sorts of considerations that will 
occur. A moral education, like mutual discussion and persuasion 
generally, could adjust the boundaries and probabilities of the genera-
tor without rendering it deterministic. 

Fifth—and I think this is perhaps the most important thing to be 
said in favor of this model—it provides some account of our important 
intuition that we are the authors of our moral decisions. The unreflec-
tive compatibilist is apt to view decision-making on the model of a 
simple balance or scale on which the pros and cons of action are 
piled. What gets put on the scale is determined by one's nature and 
one's nurture, and once all the weights are placed, gravity as it were 
determines which way the scale will tip, and hence determines which 
way we will act. On such a view, the agent does not seem in any sense 
to be the author of the decisions, but at best merely the locus at 
which the environmental and genetic factors bearing on him interact 
to produce a decision. It all looks terribly mechanical and inevitable, 
and seems to leave no room for creativity or genius. The model pro-
posed, however, holds out the promise of a distinction between 
authorship and mere implication in a causal chain.* 

Consider in this light the difference between completing a lengthy 
exercise in long division and constructing a proof in, say, Euclidian 
geometry. There is a sense in which I can be the author of a particular 
bit of long division, and can take credit if it turns out to be correct, 
and can take pride in it as well, but there is a stronger sense in which I 

*Cf. the suggestive discussion of genius in Kant's Critique of Judgment, Sections 
46, 47. 
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can claim authorship of a proof in geometry, even if thousands of 
school children before me have produced the very same proof. There 
is a sense in which this is something original that I have created. To 
take pride in one's computational accuracy is one thing, and to take 
pride in one's inventiveness is another, and as Valery claimed, the 
essence of invention is the intelligent selection from among randomly 
generated candidates. I think that the sense in which we wish to claim 
authorship of our moral decisions, and hence claim responsibility for 
them, requires that we view them as products of intelligent invention, 
and not merely the results of an assiduous application of formulae. I 
don't want to overstate this case; certainly many of the decisions we 
make are so obvious, so black and white, that no one would dream of 
claiming any special creativity in having made them and yet would still 
claim complete responsibility for the decisions thus rendered. But if 
we viewed all our decision-making on those lines, I think our sense of 
our dignity as moral agents would be considerably impoverished. 

Finally, the model I propose points to the multiplicity of decisions 
that encircle our moral decisions and suggests that in many cases our 
ultimate decision as to which way to act is less important phenomeno-
logically as a contributor to our sense of free will than the prior deci-
sions affecting our deliberation process itself: the decision, for in-
stance, not to consider any further, to terminate deliberation; or the 
decision to ignore certain lines of inquiry. 

These prior and subsidiary decisions contribute, I think, to our 
sense of ourselves as responsible free agents, roughly in the following 
way: I am faced with an important decision to make, and after a cer-
tain amount of deliberation, I say to myself: "That's enough. I've con-
sidered this matter enough and now I'm going to act," in the full 
knowledge that I could have considered further, in the full knowledge 
that the eventualities may prove that I decided in error, but with the 
acceptance of responsibility in any case. 

I have recounted six recommendations for the suggestion that 
human decision-making involves a non-deterministic generate-and-test 
procedure. First, it captures whatever is compelling in Russell's hunch. 
Second, it installs determinism in the only plausible locus for libertar-
ianism (something we have established by a process of elimination). 
Third, it makes sense from the point of view of strategies of biological 
engineering. Fourth, it provides a flexible justification of moral educa-
tion. Fifth, it accounts at least in part for our sense of authorship of 
our decisions. Sixth, it acknowledges and explains the importance of 
decisions internal to the deliberation process. It is embarrassing to 
note, however, that the very feature of the model that inspired its 
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promulgation is apparently either gratuitous or misdescribed or both, 
and that is the causal indeterminacy of the generator. We have been 
supposing, for the sake of the libertarian, that the process that gener-
ates considerations for our assessment generates them at least in part 
by a physically or causally undetermined or random process. But here 
we seem to be trading on yet another imprecision or ambiguity in 
the word "random". When a system designer or programmer relies on 
a "random" generation process, it is not a physically undetermined 
process that is required, but simply a patternless process. Computers 
are typically equipped with a random number generator, but the pro-
cess that generates the sequence is a perfectly deterministic and deter-
minate process. If it is a good random number generator (and design-
ing one is extraordinarily difficult, it turns out) the sequence will be 
locally and globally patternless. There will be a complete absence of 
regularities on which to base predictions about unexamined portions 
of the sequence. 

Isn't it the case that the new improved proposed model for human 
deliberation can do as well with a random-but-deterministic generation 
process as with a causally undetermined process? Suppose that to the 
extent that the considerations that occur to me are unpredictable, 
they are unpredictable simply because they are fortuitously deter-
mined by some arbitrary and irrelevant factors, such as the location of 
the planets or what I had for breakfast. It appears that this alternative 
supposition diminishes not one whit the plausibility or utility of the 
model that I have proposed. Have we in fact given the libertarians 
what they really want without giving them indeterminism? Perhaps. 
We have given the libertarians the materials out of which to construct 
an account of personal authorship of moral decisions, and this is some-
thing that the compatibilistic views have never handled well. But 
something else has emerged as well. Just as the presence or absence of 
macroscopic indeterminism in the implementation style of intentional 
actions turned out to be something essentially undetectable from the 
vantage point of our Lebenswelt, a feature with no significant reper-
cussions in the "manifest image", to use Sellars' term, so the rival 
descriptions of the consideration generator, as random-but-causally-
deterministic versus random-and-causally-t'ndeterministic, will have no 
clearly testable and contrary implications at the level of micro-neuro-
physiology, even if we succeed beyond our most optimistic fantasies 
in mapping deliberation processes onto neural activity. 

That fact does not refute libertarianism, or even discredit the moti-
vation behind it, for what it shows once again is that we need not fear 
that causal indeterminism would make our lives unintelligible. There 



On Giving Libertarians What They Say They Want 299 

may not be compelling grounds from this quarter for favoring an inde-
terministic vision of the springs of our action, but if considerations 
from other quarters favor indeterminism, we can at least be fairly san-
guine about the prospects of incorporating indeterminism into our pic-
ture of deliberation, even if we cannot yet see what point such an 
incorporation would have. Wiggins speaks of the cosmic unfairness of 
determinism, and I do not think the considerations raised here do 
much to allay our worries about that. Even if one embraces the sort 
of view I have outlined, the deterministic view of the unbranching and 
inexorable history of the universe can inspire terror or despair, and 
perhaps the libertarian is right that there is no way to allay these feel-
ings short of a brute denial of determinism. Perhaps such a denial, and 
only such a denial, would permit us to make sense of the notion that 
our actual lives are created by us over time out of possibilities that 
exist in virtue of our earlier decisions; that we trace a path through a 
branching maze that both defines who we are, and why, to some 
extent (if we are fortunate enough to maintain against all vicissitudes 
the integrity of our deliberational machinery) we are responsible for 
being who we are. That prospect deserves an investigation of its own. 
All I hope to have shown here is that it is a prospect we can and 
should take seriously. 


