
Sider — Free Will and Determinism

Summary

• The ‘time bomb’ hidden within our ordinary thinking about moral responsibility and scientific
inquiry:

P1 Hitler’s invasion of Poland was a necessary consequence of the laws of
nature and the conditions prevailing shortly after the big bang.

P2 Hitler was not free to change the laws of nature or the conditions prevailing
shortly after the big bang.

P3 For any X, if you’re not free to affect X, then you’re not free to affect a
necessary consequence of X.

C1 Hitler was not free to not invade Poland. [from P1, P2, and P3]

P4 You are only morally responsible for an action if you were free to not
perform that action.

C2 Hitler was not morally responsible for the invasion of Poland. [from C1
and P4]

• A taxonomy of positions on free will and determinism:

Is freedom compatible with Determinism?

Yes

Compatibilism

Is Determinism true?

Yes

Soft Determinism

No

Mere Compatibilism

No

Incompatibilism

Is Determinism true?

Yes

Hard Determinism

No

Libertarianism
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• The Soft Determinist must reject P3 of the above argument.

• The Libertarian rejects P1.

• The Hard Determinist accepts C1.

– If the Hard Determinist wishes to escape the conclusion C2, they must find some way of
rejecting P4. Else, we’re forced to say that Hitler isn’t morally responsible for invading
Poland. That looks really bad.

• Challenges for Libertarianism:

– How does a lack of determination make an action free?

∗ Suppose that Mother Teresa, without any cause, pulls a pin from a hand grenade and
throws it into an orphanage. This action wasn’t caused by her desires or intentions
or any external complusion. It wasn’t caused by anything. Is this action free, simply
because it wasn’t caused? Is Mother Teresa blameworthy for throwing the grenade?

∗ In this case, it looks as though freedom requires causation. What gives, Libertarian?
∗ A possible solution: Agent causation. This type of causation is distinct from the kind

of causation studied in physics.

– To accept Libertarianism is to reject the very possibility of psychological or neuroscientific
explanations of our decisions.

• Challenges for Soft Determinism:

– How could P3 possibly be false? How could you be free in spite of the fact that your actions
were determined 1,000,000,000 years before you were born?

– The Soft Determinist must say that actions are free when they are caused in the right way.
They owe us an explanation of what the right way is. The straightforward ways of delimiting
the right kinds of causes — our beliefs and desires, for instance — don’t seem to work.

∗ Compulsions and addictions are caused by our beliefs and desires, but still seem unfree.

– Perhaps: we distinguish between first-order and second-order desires. The free actions are
those which are caused by first-order desires which line up with your second-order desires.

2


