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ABSTRACT

This article examines the enduring philosophical problem of free will and moral responsibility by comparing compatibilism,
hard determinism, and libertarianism. It focuses on Van Inwagen’s Consequence Argument, which challenges the
compatibility of determinism with genuine agency, and then considers major compatibilist responses, including classical
accounts, Frankfurt’s hierarchical theory, and Fischer and Ravizza’s reasons-responsiveness model. The discussion also
analyzes Frankfurt cases, which question whether moral responsibility requires alternative possibilities, and Strawson’s
theory of reactive attitudes, which reframes responsibility within interpersonal moral practices rather than abstract
metaphysical conditions. The article concludes that compatibilism remains the dominant position, though it continues to
face challenges from manipulation arguments, moral luck, neuroscience, and emerging questions about artificial
intelligence and responsibility.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The problem of free will and determinism—whether human beings are genuinely free to choose their actions in a way that
grounds moral responsibility, given that their actions are determined by antecedent causes over which they had no ultimate
control—is among philosophy’s most persistent problems with direct implications for moral practice, legal theory, and
self-understanding. Determinism—the thesis that every event, including every human action, is necessitated by prior
causes together with the laws of nature—appears to threaten the freedom required for genuine moral responsibility: if my
action was causally necessitated by events that preceded my birth, how can | be held responsible for it?

Three major positions have structured this debate: hard determinism (determinism is true and is incompatible with freedom;
Therefore we lack freedom and genuine moral responsibility); libertarianism about free will (we do have genuine freedom
incompatible with determinism; therefore determinism is false); and compatibilism (freedom and determinism are
compatible—the kind of freedom required for moral responsibility does not require the falsity of determinism).
Compatibilism is the position held by the majority of professional philosophers, while libertarianism and hard determinism
have developed sophisticated contemporary defenses.

2. THE CONSEQUENCE ARGUMENT
2.1 Van Inwagen’s Argument

Van Inwagen’s (1983) Consequence Argument provides the most rigorous contemporary formulation of incompatibilism:
if determinism is true, our actions are consequences of the laws of nature and events in the remote past. But we have no
choice about what the laws of nature are, and we have no choice about what happened before our births. Therefore, we
have no choice about the consequences of these things—including our own actions. This argument, if sound, shows that
determinism is incompatible with the kind of sourcehood—ultimate origination of actions—that moral responsibility
requires. Compatibilists must either challenge the transfer of powerlessness principle (that lacking power over A and
lacking power over A’s consequences entails lacking power over the consequences) or provide an alternative account of
the freedom that moral responsibility requires.

2.2 Compatibilist Responses

Compatibilists have developed several strategies for reconciling determinism with responsibility-grounding freedom.
Classical compatibilism (Hume, Hobbes) defines freedom as the absence of external compulsion—acting freely means
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acting from one’s own desires without constraint, regardless of whether those desires are themselves causally determined.
Frankfurt’s (1971) hierarchical mesh theory introduces the distinction between first-order desires (desires to do things) and
second-order desires (desires about one’s desires): freedom consists in acting from first-order desires with which one
identifies through second-order endorsement. Fischer and Ravizza’s (1998) reasons-responsiveness account holds that an
agent acts freely when she acts from a reasons-responsive mechanism—aone that would respond appropriately to reasons.

Table 1. Free will positions and their key challenges.

Position Core Claim Key Challenge

Hard determinism Determinism entails no freedom; no Revisionary moral practices; reactive
genuine responsibility attitudes persist

Libertarianism Agent causation or indeterminism How does randomness help? Intelligibility
grounds genuine freedom of agent causation

Compatibilism (classical) Freedom = acting from own desires Van Inwagen’s consequence argument;
without compulsion manipulation cases

Compatibilism (reasons- Freedom = acting from reasons- Frankfurt cases; global manipulation;

responsive) responsive mechanism constitution problem

3. FRANKFURT CASES AND MORAL LUCK

Frankfurt’s (1969) cases—scenarios where a neuroscientist stands ready to intervene and ensure an agent acts in a
particular way, but the agent acts as intended without the intervention occurring—purport to show that moral responsibility
does not require the ability to have done otherwise (the Principle of Alternative Possibilities). If Jones shoots Smith on his
own initiative, unaware that Black would have intervened to ensure this had Jones wavered, Frankfurt argues Jones is
responsible even though he could not have done otherwise (Black would have ensured the shooting). These cases have
generated extensive philosophical debate about whether Frankfurt successfully eliminates alternative possibilities and
whether “flicker of freedom’ objections—subtle alternative possibilities remaining—undermine his argument.

4. STRAWSON’S REACTIVE ATTITUDES

P.F. Strawson’s (1962) ‘Freedom and Resentment’ transformed the free will debate by shifting from metaphysical to
interpersonal terms: the question is not whether determinism is true but whether the reactive attitudes (resentment, gratitude,
indignation, love)—the responses to others’ actions that constitute our interpersonal relationships—can survive recognition
of determinism. Strawson argues that our reactive attitudes are basic features of our interpersonal engagement that cannot
be set aside from an ‘objective’ standpoint (treating others as objects to be managed rather than persons to be engaged)
except in special circumstances (mental illness, manipulation). The conditions under which reactive attitudes are
appropriate—and thus when persons are morally responsible—are internal to our interpersonal practices, not derivable
from metaphysical theses about determinism.

5. CONCLUSION

The free will debate has generated sophisticated positions on all sides, with compatibilism emerging as the dominant
philosophical position but facing persistent challenges from manipulation arguments (if an agent’s reasons-responsive
mechanism was itself installed by manipulation, is she responsible?) and from revisionary incompatibilist arguments that
our ordinary practices of praise and blame are systematically mistaken. Neuroscientific evidence about the neural
antecedents of action (Libet’s readiness potential experiments) has added empirical dimensions to what was previously a
purely philosophical debate—though the philosophical significance of these experiments remains contested. Future
research should examine whether the development of increasingly autonomous Al agents requires extending moral
responsibility concepts to artificial systems, and whether Al agency requires libertarian, compatibilist, or wholly new
frameworks for responsibility attribution.
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