THE TRIAL OF
JOHN OEDIPUS JONES
A DIALOGUE ON FREE WILL AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY1
By Ainar Petersen Miyata
Act 1: “Do I have Free Will?”
(It is late Christmas Day and John, a boy of eight, is playing with the toys he got for Christmas. He winds up a toy
robot and puts it on the table, watching it intently as it
trudges on towards the edge.)
JOHN: (Loudly) Mom? Do I have free will?
(John’s mother, Mary, is in the kitchen, busily preparing for
dinner. She calls out to John.)
MARY: Of course you do, dear. What kind of question
is that?
JOHN: I don’t know. I just want to know, I guess. Are
you sure?
(John watches as the toy robot’s motion stutters to a halt
just at the edge of the table. He reaches out with his hand
to give it the final push, but right before he touches it, the
final turn of the spring uncoils and the toy steps out into
the air. As it crashes to the ground, a yelp is heard from
the kitchen, and moments later John’s mother steps into
the living room.)
MARY: Do we really need to do this now, John? Uncle
Harry and Uncle Daniel will be here soon, and I don’t
even have dinner ready yet. (Picks up the broken robot.)
Oh, and look! You have broken the present you got from
Daniel already.
JOHN: I just want to know if you’re sure, mom.
MARY: Yes, of course I’m sure, John. Look, in the kitchen
I have some toffee and some chocolate. I’ll bring you a
piece of one of those now. Which do you want?
JOHN: Chocolate of course. No one likes toffee.
MARY: See? Now you made a free choice. You could’ve
chosen toffee, but you didn’t. I just made you exercise your
free will.
JOHN: That’s neat, mom, but tell me this: Could you not
have guessed what my answer would be before you asked?
MARY: Yes, I admit that I was pretty sure you’d say chocolate. Still, that doesn’t mean you didn’t choose it.
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JOHN: Not so fast, mom; I’ve thought a bit about this.
You knew that I would choose chocolate because you knew
something about me, namely that I like chocolate and hate
toffee. In other words, you knew I would choose chocolate
because you knew that my preference for chocolate would
cause me to choose it. Right?
MARY: Alright, continue.
JOHN: Whenever I choose something, that choice is
caused by something. Sometimes, that something is a
preference, like my preference for chocolate. Sometimes
it is caused by some kind of deliberative process, like a
cost-benefit analysis. Sometimes it is just caused by our
response to a feeling, like “this is the right thing to do!” or
“I want chocolate!” We usually call these kinds of causes
reasons,2 and I think it is fair to say that all our reasons together determine our choices in a crucial way.3 Choosing,
or deciding, is just a special kind of action, by the way, a
kind of action that falls under the category of intentional
action, so when I talk about choosing or doing something
from now on, I am talking about intentional action.4 But
if all our intentional actions are determined by reasons,
then it seems to follow that if you know all my reasons,
then you will know how I’m going to attempt to act. If
you can know in advance how I will attempt to act, then it
follows that I cannot attempt to act otherwise than I do.5
MARY: It seems unlikely, even absurd, that anyone can
ever know all your reasons, John.
JOHN: Well, they don’t have to. That last step was actually unnecessary. We only need to say that what we will
attempt to do is determined by our reasons to say that we
don’t have free will.
MARY: That’s just ridiculous, John. That our intentional
actions are determined by our reasons seems to me to be a
prerequisite of free will. Just imagine performing an action
that is not determined by your reasons, and you will see
what I mean.
JOHN: But our reasons are themselves determined! In

the first place we could say that our reasons are dependent on underlying psychological structures and processes,
but maybe psychology is too fuzzy and indeterministic to
be convincing. In that case I can point out that whatever
happens in our minds, including the structure of our reasons, is at least in some way dependent on the structure
of the physical world. Even if it is not the case that every
mental state has a corresponding brain-state, it seems likely that two structurally identical brains – brains where
the neurons are linked in the same way, neurotransmitter
levels are the same, etc. – must have mental states that are
structurally similar.6 Similarly, structurally identical changes in the brain states of structurally identical brains must
result in structurally similar changes in mental states.7 In
any case, mental events are so intimately linked with physical events that if the physical events are determined, then
the mental events that are associated with them must be
determined by the same factors that determine said physical events. And the physical events are determined, at least
to any degree that is relevant to our case.8
MARY: John, you spend way too much time in the library.
Eight-year-olds are not supposed to say things like this…
But I guess I have a sort of responsibility to respond to you
in this. No mother wants her child to grow up a pessimist
after all. Here goes. I think you’re wrong, and the reason
for that is that I don’t think free will is a kind of thing that
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can disappear just because we discover that the world is
deterministic, or indeed because of any fact that we might
discover about the world that is contingent to our experience of ourselves as free agents.
(Peter, a balding, middle aged man with a seemingly permanent academic frown, calls out to join the discussion.)
PETER: Now, wait a minute Mary, I think you’re being
unfair to our little boy professor here. (He gets up from the
chair to stand beside his wife.) I think we ought to give him
a little more credit for attempting to do some serious philosophy, and I think we should give him a better chance of
clarifying his own arguments before you try to stump him
with your usual nonsense.
MARY: (In a tone of warning) Peter…
PETER: Yes, yes, Mary, to each her own. But look. Since
I’ve been listening to you both from the beginning, from
my patriarchal position of pride in the living room – the
comfy chair – I think I am in a position to sum up your
argument so far, John. Here it is:
1. For a choice you make to be a free choice, it must be a
choice between at least two possible alternatives.
2. If it is possible to know in advance which alternative
you will choose, then only that alternative is actually possible to choose, and free choices are impossible.
Your mother then pointed out, rightly I think, that this
kind of knowledge is probably not possible, so you started
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anew from a different angle:
1. For an action to be my intentional action, it must be
determined by my reasons in some crucial way.
2. The structure of our reasons is determined by physical
events.
3. Physical events are themselves determined by previous
physical events, which are again determined by previous
physical events, and so on back to the beginning of all
physical events (if such a beginning exists).
4. Thus, if the relation of determination transfers through
this chain, my intentional action is determined by physical
events arbitrarily far back in time.
Hmm… this argument does not actually say that you
don’t have free will. Neither did the first one, now that I
think about it. There must be some implicit assumptions
that we have overlooked. I think this is because we haven’’t
really defined what free will is yet. Any suggestions?
MARY: Here is one you could insert into the first argument: Free will is the capacity for making free choices.
That was the capacity I tried to demonstrate to John that
he has when I offered him toffee or chocolate. In retrospect
I see that it might have been a poor example, since his
preference was so obvious. A more difficult choice might
have been better, but John could still have run his first argument. That argument can be translated into a standard
argument against free will, by the way. It runs like this:
1. Free will is a capacity for making free choices, and free
choices require at least two possible alternatives: At minimum it must, at some moment before the choice is made,
be possible to choose p and possible to choose not-p.
2. Assume determinism: Any specific event is entailed by
a past state of the universe and the laws governing the
universe.
3. Assume that you chose p.
4. That you chose p is a specific event, so it is entailed
by a past state of the universe and the laws governing the
universe.
5. If it was possible to choose not-p at any moment before
the choice, it would also have been possible to render 3.
false. But 3. is entailed by a past state of the universe and
the laws governing the universe, so by extension, if it was
possible to choose not-p, it was possible to render a past
state of the universe or the laws governing the universe
false.
6. We do not have the capacity to render a past state of
the universe or the laws governing the universe false, so it
was not possible to choose not-p at the moment the choice
was made.
7. It follows that we do not have the capacity to make free
6
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choices and, hence, we do not have free will.9
PETER: You surprise me, Mary; that sounds like a good
argument against the compatibility of free will and
determinism!
MARY: Well, I’m not as ignorant of these issues as you
seem to think sometimes.
PETER: But you are a compatibilist, are you not?
MARY: It is true that the compatibilist camp could claim
me since I do not believe that the truth or falsity of determinism could have any bearing on the issue of free will,
but my position is also such that arguments like the previous one do not worry me overmuch. But we’re not discussing my position now, are we? John had another argument
in want of development I believe. That one is interesting
because I believe it should lead to a realization regarding
the nature of free will that I believe everyone should accept and take heed to regardless of their position on the
issue. So, John, why don’t you go on and try to develop
the argument? The first argument focused on the alternative possibilities requirement for free will, but this one will
focus on another, equally important requirement, I think.
JOHN: Okay, mom. I accept the challenge. I think you
must be thinking about the requirement about the way
our choices are determined by our reasons, like you mentioned earlier.
MARY: That’s right. How very perceptive of you.
JOHN: Thank you. But I am a child genius, so a certain
level of performance is to be expected. Let’s see. (John looks
down, thinking. After a very short while he looks up, seemingly satisfied.) I think I’ve got it. Oh, yes – this is pretty good.
Listen:
1. For me to have free will, I would need to have the capacity to make my own free choices, and my own free choices are choices that are determined by my own reasons for
making them.
2. But for the reasons that determine my choices to truly
be my own, these reasons must also be reasons that I have
come to have of my own choice. If a reason I have is a reason I have due to some cause that is external to me, then
that reason cannot count as my own.
3. Thus, the only reasons that count as my own reasons
(and, thus, towards free will) are reasons that are determined by choices that are determined by my own reasons.
4. But those reasons again have to be determined by choices that are determined by my own reasons, and so on into
an infinite regress.
5. It follows that no one has free will, since the first time
anyone has an opportunity to make a choice that will in
any way determine how their future reasons will determine

their future choices, that choice will itself be determined
by reasons that have been determined by factors external
to that person.10
In other words: No-one can genuinely be a causa sui, genuinely self-determined, and genuine self-determination
is a requirement of free will. Was that what you were after,
mom?
MARY: Yes, John, you’re right on. Free will, as it is often
understood, does require this genuine self-determination,
and I believe this kind of self-determination is manifestly
and obviously incoherent. “The causa sui is the best selfcontradiction that has yet been conceived”,11 as Nietzsche
put it.
PETER: Well, now we’ve really gathered some good arguments against free will, haven’t we! Are you happy with
this, John?
JOHN: Yeah… yes I am. I think I was right all along: I’m
not responsible.
PETER: That’s true, John, if you don’t have free will,
then I don’t think you can be held responsible for your
actions either. Free will and moral responsibility go hand
in hand…
MARY: Wait… John, WHAT is it that you’re not responsible for?
JOHN: Oh, I just killed Friedrich.
MARY: You KILLED Friedrich?!
JOHN: Yeah. But I’m not responsible! Anyway, he was
being annoying again, whistling Zarathustra while I was
trying to read Kant, so I drowned him in the bathtub.
MARY: However much he disturbs you, you cannot just
kill your parrot! John Oedipus Jones, we need to have a
long, serious talk right now.
JOHN: I thought that was what we were having. A talk,
I mean.
MARY: You cannot evade responsibility for what you have
done by philosophical argument.
JOHN: Oh, really? Watch me.
PETER: Oh, dear…
Act 2: Freedom on Trial
(In a courtroom, 12 years later.) Both John and Mary sit before the judge, but on opposite sides of the room. Mary seems
very troubled; John, on the other hand, appears completely
unaffected by the situation.)
JUDGE: John Oedipus Jones, you are charged with the
willful murder of Peter Julius Jones. How do you plead?
JOHN: Not guilty, Your Honor.
JUDGE: You plead not guilty, despite of the fact that there
are records stating quite clearly that you have, on numer-

ous occasions, confessed to shooting Mr. Jones to death,
and what’s more, that you did it willfully. Is this not true?
JOHN: I killed my father, yes; this is true. As for willfully… Your honor, I’m not quite sure what you mean by
that word. If you mean to ask me whether “I did it on
purpose,” then my answer is yes.
JUDGE: (Addressing the defense attorney) I am confused.
How does the defense reconcile the confession of the accused with his pleading “not guilty?”
(John interrupts the attorney before he has a chance to speak).
JOHN: Your honor, if you would let me explain. The
charge is willful murder, you say, but I do not believe I
committed murder. I killed my father, yes, but I did not
murder him. Murder is a morally loaded term, it demands
moral reproach, moral outrage, directed towards the murderer. That is why soldiers kill, but civilians murder. But to
be reproachable for an act, you need to be responsible for
it, and to be responsible requires that you could have done
otherwise. Responsibility without this requirement makes
no sense.
LAWYER: Your Honor, the defense wishes to present the
case that the accused lacks free will and, for this reason,
cannot be held responsible for his actions.
(The judge appears somewhat baffled, shaking his head
slowly.)
JUDGE: I don’t know whether anything like this has ever
been attempted. You are sure you do not want to proceed
with a simple insanity plea? According to my files, your
client has been diagnosed with antisocial personality
disorder.
LAWYER: It is the express wish of my client that the
defense proceeds in the manner previously stated, Your
Honor.
JUDGE: (Resigned.) Very well, proceed.
(The lawyer proceeds to make the case that determinism is
incompatible with alternative possibilities and, hence, with
free will and moral responsibility.)
JUDGE: I see. This does indeed seem to be a problem.
Prosecutors, do you have a response?
HARRY: Yes, Your Honor, we do. Contrary to what the
accused is claiming, moral responsibility does not require
alternate possibilities, as I believe a fairly simple thought
experiment will show. I will ask you to try and forget, for
the moment, all this talk about determinism and concentrate on the case of Mr. Jones here killing his father. The
claim is that if he could not have done otherwise than he
did, then he was not responsible. Let me entertain you
with this hypothetical version of the scenario: Everything
is identical to the scene as it actually happened. The Mr.
AINAR PETERSEN MIYATA
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Jones of the scenario – let us call him Mr. Jones 2 – has
loaded his gun, walked into the living room, and pointed
the gun at his father, but he has not yet pulled the trigger.
At this point, I believe that our common intuitions will
say that he still has the option to refrain from shooting his
father. However, here is where my scenario differs from
reality. Say there is a secret agency that for some reason
needs Mr. Jones 2 to shoot his father. I know this is farfetched, but I think you should allow me these stipulations
as this only is a thought experiment meant to clarify our
intuitions. Now this agency has implanted a chip in Mr.
Jones 2’s brain that will allow them to monitor his brain
activity to see if he will actually pull the trigger. The chip
is also made so that they can, if Mr. Jones 2 has not pulled the trigger within a certain amount of time, trigger an
electrical impulse that will make him pull the trigger. It
now appears, to me at least, that Mr. Jones 2 cannot do
otherwise than to pull the trigger, regardless of what he
chooses to do.
JUDGE: Excuse me, sir. This is all getting a bit too fanciful for us laymen. Let me get this clear: In your thought
experiment, there is a chip in Mr. Jones’s head that will
make him shoot his father regardless of what he chooses?
HARRY: Exactly, Your Honor. This imaginary Mr. Jones
– Mr. Jones 2 – has no alternative possibilities open for
choice. He thinks he does, but all he can end up doing is
shooting his father. But here is the interesting part: Let
us say that Mr. Jones 2 shoots his father without the chip
being activated. Is he then not responsible for his action?
After all, he did it all without being externally influenced
in the deciding moment.
JUDGE: (Somewhat impressed.) It would appear that he
is.
HARRY: You share my intuition, Your Honor. In my scenario, no chip was activated, because there was no need
for it. Mr. Jones 2 pulled the trigger on his own, and killed
his own father. He had no alternative possibilities, but we
feel that he is responsible all the same. If this is the case,
then we have a counterexample to the principle, earlier
stated by John, that alternative possibilities is required for
moral responsibility. The real Mr. Jones pulled the trigger,
and killed his father. No chip was activated, because there
was no chip in his head, and he may or may not have had
alternative possibilities. He may have had the possibility of
putting down the gun open to him, or he may not have.
Maybe that’s a consequence of determinism. In any case,
he is responsible for his action, because moral responsibility does not require alternate possibilities.12
JUDGE: I see. I think the point has been made adequately
8
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understandable. Does the defense have a response?
JOHN: (John stands up, clearly agitated.) Yes. Yes! Of course I do. Are you so weak as to be convinced by this ridiculous nonsense?
JUDGE: (Calmly, yet loudly.) Sir, please calm yourself.
(John grips the edge of his desk, looking down, breathing heavily. Then he is still, thinking for a very short while. When he
looks up, he is serene, confident.)
JOHN: I apologize, Your Honor. (Pause.) This example
does little or nothing to show that I actually have moral
responsibility. All it shows is that I might have been a bit
too hasty when I said earlier that the important thing was
to have alternate possibilities. What is important in this
picture is not whether or not the outcome could have been
different, but whether or not the thing that happened was
something that I did and something I did for my own reasons and not because of some other cause. I think you all
agree that if the chip had gone off and that was what caused me to pull the trigger, I would at least have been less
than fully responsible. That is because the action would
have been caused by the chip and, hence, by the agency
controlling the chip rather than by me. But I do not believe that any of the reasons that moved me to act could truly
have been my own reasons in the sense that I could truly
be said to be responsible for having and being moved by
them, any more than I believe that the reasons that move
me now are my own in that sense. The reasons that move
me now might be reasons I have because of choices that I
have made in the past, and those choices could even have
been explicitly about what kind of person I would want
to become, what kind of reasons I would wish to motivate me in the future. But none of that matters, because
if you follow that chain of self-determining choices all the
way back, you would inevitably come to a point where
the reason for me making a self-determining choice would
be a reason that was not itself determined by me, but by
something beyond my control. None of you, none of us,
chose, in the ultimate sense, to be the persons that we are
now. At some point I just was a person, and we need to
believe that the kind of person I was then determined the
kind of person I chose to become, the kind of person I am
now. If it did not, what did? Luck? Fate? God? But I did
not determine, or influence in any way, the kind of person
I was when I first was a person. So I cannot be responsible
for who I am, nor, as a consequence, for what I do because
of who I am.
(John stops, seemingly satisfied. He sits down. The Judge raises
his eyebrows.)
JUDGE: Are you quite finished, Mr. Jones?
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JOHN: Yes, Your Honor.
JUDGE: Does the prosecution have a response?
HARRY: No, we do not.
JUDGE: Very well. Before we proceed, although it is irregular, I feel obliged to inform you, Mr. Jones, that, perhaps unfortunately, for you, you are not on trial here today
for the kind of person you are. You are on trial for the
crime you have committed: the crime of murdering your
father with a shot to the chest. You are held responsible
for your father’s death because you willfully shot him with
full knowledge that your action would likely result in his
death. Your action was the proximate cause for his death,
and you knew it would be. Additionally, basing your case
on the philosophical denial of moral responsibility today,
I believe you have shown, more than adequately, that you
knew that what you did was morally wrong. And I will
remind you that doing something willfully, with knowledge of its consequences, and with full awareness of its
moral wrongness and its illegality is more than enough
to grant you responsibility in this court. Whether you
have any other kind of responsibility is something we can
think about in our spare time. This farce has gone on long
enough; it is time for the jury to make their verdict.
Act 3: The Sentence
(Harry and Mary are sitting on a bench outside the courtroom. After a while, Daniel enters the room, sees the pair
and walks over.)
DANIEL: So, thirty years… That’s a long time.
MARY: It is a long time. But that is how we punish those
who do such a thing as John did.
DANIEL: I guess you might have a point. (Pauses for
a while). It was your story that convinced the people,
though, Harry. It’s a neat trick, that scenario of yours. It
always takes people by surprise. At least I was surprised
when I first read it.
HARRY: Thank you. Although I take it you are not
convinced.
DANIEL: Oh, I think you’re probably right about the moral responsibility part – I’m just not so sure that this means
we have free will.
HARRY: I see. But think about what John said, because
there is some truth in it: What seems to matter most to us
regarding moral responsibility is whether or not what we
are responsible for is something we did because of our own
reasons. In such a case I think we can confidently say that
what we did was a free action.
DANIEL: But this is not what people normally mean by
free will, surely.
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HARRY: No, but this is where the second level of John’s
argument comes in. He said, in effect, that for our reasons
to truly be our own they must be reasons that we chose to
have. Another way to say this, again, is to say that what we
did must not only have been something we wanted to do,
but something we wanted to want to do. In other words,
if we have the will we want to have, then we can speak of
having free will.13
DANIEL: You make it sound like free will is just a matter
of some psychological tug-of-war between desires. How
can the victory of one desire over another amount to free
will, even if the battle is fought on a higher order?
HARRY: Well, this is where we get to the interesting stuff,
isn’t it? The crucial point is, I think, that this tug-of-war
can be something that matters to me, and it does so precisely because its result will in some way determine who I
am. Therefore, it matters to me whether it’s a desire that
I identify with that wins out in the end. To make sense of
this notion, just think about a situation where you did something, or were about to do something, that you thought
just wasn’t “you”. I’m sure this is not such an uncommon
occurrence for people in general. Well, then, you didn’t
identify with what you did, or was about to do. Maybe
you would later come to realize that it wasn’t such a bad
thing to do after all, and only afterwards come to identify
yourself with it. Or maybe it would remain an experience
of something that was alien to your real character. Anyway,
the point is that some of your desires are desires that you
identify with, that you feel are your own in some deeper
sense, and others are desires that you simply feel.14
MARY: Do you mind if I butt in, Harry?
HARRY: Not at all.
MARY: I agree that this is the part of the discussion where
it has the potential of getting really interesting. It’s also
deep waters, though. The notion of identification is quite
slippery, but it might give some insight into what it is to be
a person. But your ideas, interesting though they may be,
are still vulnerable to the conclusion of John’s argument:
Self-determination is only possible up to a point, whether
it is expressed in terms of identification with a desire to
desire, or being moved by reasons that you have of your
own choice. After all, we all started somewhere, and that
starting point was not something we had any influence
over. So John’s last argument against true moral responsibility and true free will still stands.
HARRY: But I think we both know that that kind of true
moral responsibility isn’t the thing we think exists, don’t
we? And don’t you agree that the kind of free will we want
to have is simply to have the kind of will we want to have?

MARY: Yes, in a sense I do, and I do believe that there is
a kind of responsibility that follows from that kind of free
will. But I also believe that there’s a wholly different aspect
to free will that none of us have talked about.
DANIEL: I hope you’re referring to the fact that free will
is really an illusion – a really useful and good one, perhaps,
but still an illusion. I’ve been wanting to say that for some
time now, since your arguments seem to go in circles.
MARY: Well, Daniel, I was actually going to say that the
most important thing about free will is our own clear experience of it and the role that experience plays in our lives and our conception of ourselves as persons. But please
continue – the view that free will is an illusion is, I think,
an interesting way to get things wrong.
DANIEL: Very well, Mary. Let me tell you why I think
free will is an illusion, and then you can tell me why I’m
wrong. You see, I think that you have disregarded an important element of the whole free will debate: scientific
research. A lot of interesting and surprising studies have
been done on the subject, and I think that these results
show that conscious will is an elaborate illusion, a trick of
the mind. I’m thinking of studies were subjects are consistently shown to be wrong in their attribution of agency in
special cases. Not just wrong about other people’s agency,
mind you, but wrong about when they themselves were
actually doing something. One study has showed that one
can be tricked into thinking that one has chosen to select
a certain picture on a computer screen, when in fact the
choice was not yours, but made by a confederate in on the
experiment, who controlled the mouse together with you.
The way this was done was to give the test subject an auditory cue through headphones, the word “swan”, and right
after that have the confederate gently guide the mouse to
click the corresponding picture. Of course, the participant
did not know that the person holding the mouse together
with her guided her movements, and so was tricked into
thinking that she moved the mouse herself. Now, you
might think that hearing the word “swan” actually caused
her to choose to select the picture, and so that the attribution of agency was not illusory. But when the same thing
was done without the confederate doing any guiding, there was no increased tendency for the subject to select the
swan!15 This clearly shows that people are not always right
about when it is their will that makes something happen.
MARY: Interesting. I fail to see how this proves that free
will is an illusion, however. Going from “sometimes we are
wrong about what we think is our doing” to “free will is
an illusion” is quite a leap. For one thing, the research does
nothing to show that we are not right about our conscious

will causing action some, or even most, of the time.
DANIEL: All right, Mary, I’ll admit that my argument is
incomplete as it stands. Still, if you are going to provide us
with an account of our free will, it had better explain how
the results of the study fit into the picture.
MARY: Agreed. In fact I think the point you are raising
will help to illustrate my points nicely. If you would be so
kind, however, I am interested to hear a more complete
argument for free will being an illusion.
DANIEL: I am happy to oblige. Here is the case as I see
it: The idea that we have free will rests on the idea that our
will, our conscious will, can cause things to happen – in
other words, some kind of mental causation. I think about
raising my hand, I will it to raise, and, lo and behold, my
hand raises. There is a mental event – my thought – and
there is a physical event – the movement of my arm –
where the former is the cause of the latter. This is how my
will can affect the world. The sense in which my will is free
is that it is up to me what my will is. I guess it is this “up to
me”-ness and what it requires that was John’s main angle.
MARY: Right.
DANIEL: Now, here comes the clincher: What if it is not
actually the thought in my mind that causes my hand to
raise, but something else? What if it only seems like my
thought caused my action? If this was the case, I should
think we would have to call the causal efficacy of my will
an illusion. This is precisely what I think that the research
shows. Take, for instance, the famous Libet studies, where
the test subjects were asked to press a button whenever
they felt like it and report the time when they became aware of an intent to press the button. The test results indicate
that there is increased brain activity before the pressing of
the button that precedes the reported awareness, indicating
that the consciousness of the intent was more of an afterthought than the actual cause. My thought on the matter
is that our experience of conscious will is often an illusion.
The actual cause of the action of raising my hand could be
some unconscious process, and this unconscious process
could also be the cause of me thinking of raising my hand.
Thus, the only way the thought and the action are causally
linked is that they are separate effects of a common cause.
MARY: And thus you conclude that free will is an illusion,
since the basis on which it rests, the causal efficacy of my
will, is.
DANIEL: Precisely.
MARY: I see. The research and your thoughts on it certainly raise some deep and important questions. We may
have to reexamine precisely what we mean when we talk
about free will again. What exactly is our will, and in what
AINAR PETERSEN MIYATA
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way is it supposed to be free? For instance, if free will is
a kind of self-determination, something like having the
kind of self one wants to have, as Harry was hinting at
earlier, then what is the will? It seems to me that the will
must be connected to intentional action. If I will my body
to do something, and it does it, then I normally did that
something intentionally. The will is also connected to intending: If my will is set to do something, I intend to do
that something; it seems that intentionality is a necessary
condition for having a will. Still, we say things like “my
will wasn’t into it,” when speaking of actions that were
clearly intentional, so perhaps that is not a sufficient condition. We speak of strength and weakness of will more
readily than we speak of strength and weakness of intention, and on the whole the will is a much more mysterious
concept, perhaps because it is so closely linked with what
we think of as ourselves. So it seems that our will is something more, and perhaps something deeper, than pure
intentionality.
HARRY: Might I suggest that the thing you are searching
for is desires – wants and want-to-wants – like we talked
about earlier?
MARY: Yes, that is a good candidate. Less mystical than
some people would prefer, perhaps, but all the better for
it, I think. We could say, then, that our will is what is
active when our complex of wants is expressed through
intentionality.
DANIEL: I think I can see where you want to go with
your fancy wordplay, but, please, spell it out for me.
MARY: Yes, I do think we have at least part of an answer
for you now, Daniel. Your challenge to free will was that
there seems to be a breach in the causal chain between the
will and the action. You proposed that the experiments
show that the will sometimes only seems to be the cause
of the action. But if we take the will to be the expression
of our complex of wants through intentionality, then it
becomes irrelevant whether or not the thought immediately preceding it was a cause of the action. What matters
is whether or not the cause could be traced back to the
complex of wants through intentionality. I do not think
any of the research you have mentioned does anything to
prove that it cannot.
DANIEL: You may be right about that… But there are
still a few things that you have to explain: first, how we
could be wrong about our own agency; second, what we
should make of the possibility that our thoughts are not
the direct causes of our actions.
MARY: You certainly don’t restrain your demands! I guess
I’ll have to do my best, then. First, I think we should ac12
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cept that people can sometimes, or even most of the time,
be wrong about their own agency. I do think that these
cases are the exceptions rather than the rule, however.
Think of people who believe themselves to be witches and
wizards, even though the world they live in is devoid of
magic. They could be fooled by improbable circumstances
or clever pranksters into thinking that they are capable of
certain impossible actions, such as inflicting plague or calling down lightning with a word. Variations of this sort
of false self-ascriptions of agency abound in this world –
think of honest faith healers, for instance. I do not think
there is anything at all mysterious about that. The experiment with the forced selection of the swan seems a bit
more peculiar, but I do not think it is fundamentally different. Perhaps it seems stranger because it doesn’t involve
a misconception about how the world works, but of course
it does involve a crucial amount of misinformation, and
deliberate misdirection. On the whole it is quite similar
to the effect a card magician can create when using a socalled “force”, where she tricks a participant into thinking
that he has chosen a card freely and at random, whereas
the whole process is carefully guided by the magician, and
mostly under her control. One of the key tricks to using a
force effectively is to always reinforce the idea that the card
was picked freely, so as to affect the later recollection of the
event. What often happens is that the participant will insist on the free nature of the choice of the card when asked
about it afterwards. I think what we should take out of this
is that the stories we make up about our own agency are
just that: made-up stories dependent on imperfect memories and imperfect knowledge of the world that are heavily
biased by a large number of factors. I do not think we
should be overly surprised by this, considering the reality
of honest false testimonies, false memories and the like,
but I do think we should take its implications seriously.
In particular, I think we will do well to note that the story

reality. This phenomenological reality is part of what gives
it the power to figure so prominently in our social reality,
morally and legally. I also think that, because free will has
this phenomenological reality, it will not go away or cease
to matter even if we discover that all the things we experience, all of our mental life, if you will, is causally inefficacious. We would still be our bodies and be responsible
for our actions, because if I choose to pull the trigger and
shoot someone, that is what will happen – that is what my
body will do. If I do not choose to shoot someone, but my
body moves and the trigger is pulled anyway, then there
has been an impingement on my will and we could say I
had lost my freedom in those moments. To discover the
true story of the causal link between mind and the body is
certainly interesting, but it is a problem for neuroscience
and philosophy of mind – not for our philosophical theories about free will. If we start to believe that free will is something we can discover to be non-existent, then I believe
we are on the wrong track. John is a case in point. Which
reminds me: I have to go and see John before they take
him away. Harry. Daniel.
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we tell ourselves and others about our own agency is not
something worthy of our unreserved trust. Indeed, I believe we should take steps to insure that our story is as
close to the truth as possible on all accounts that matter:
being fooled by a good magician once in a while might
well make our lives better, but we should guard ourselves
against large misconceptions and more insidious attempts
at manipulation.
HARRY: “Beware evil magicians!” That’s what I always tell
my kids.
MARY: How you ever convinced your wife to have children is beyond me… Are you satisfied, Daniel?
DANIEL: Perhaps.
MARY: It will have to do. Now for your second challenge.
I do think the causal link between the will and the action
is important, but we already dealt with that, did we not?
DANIEL: After a fashion.
MARY: Then I presume the remaining worry is this:
When we make choices, it often seems that we are making
them in and with our consciousness, so to speak. But the
research you refer to seem to indicate that the things happening in our consciousness is not the cause of what we
end up doing, and so there is a problem of congruence:
The way things seem to be in our experience does not fit
the way things seem to be neurologically – or from an objective point of view, if you will. Although I think it is at
least disputable that the evidence should be read in this
direction, I do not think it is all that important to the
overall picture whether it should or not. You see, I think
the idea of free will is important in two main ways. The
first is the way it figures in the story of our own agency.
We consider free will to be the default condition for being
a person, but under certain circumstances one can lose it –
temporarily, or even permanently. This is the basis for the
insanity plea and the like. There is much more to be said
about this, but, in short, this is the way in which free will
matters most obviously to moral and legal responsibility.
The second way in which it matters belongs to the sphere
of personal, immediate experience. Here, I think free will
is exactly what it appears to be: It is manifest when making a choice, and it is making a choice – having free will
is having the capacity for making choices, and it is what
you experience when you make choice. To this, it does
not matter one bit whether the universe is deterministic
or indeterministic. If I ask you now, Daniel, to lift either
your right or left arm, you will make a choice and experience free will. This is what free will is; it is something
we experience as real: It feels real and affects our lives as if
it is real, and therefore it has a sort of phenomenological
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(Mary gets up and leaves.)
DANIEL: Well, she certainly knows how to get the last say
in the discussion…
HARRY: I guess she needed that rant now. I really admire
how she’s handling things.
DANIEL: Yeah. She must be feeling guilty for how John
turned out.
HARRY: Oh, don’t even mention it…
DANIEL: I feel guilty myself. But I can’t imagine how
anything we could have said could have made a difference.
John was too… special for any of us. Still, it was enlightening to hear her perspective on the free will issue. It certainly was a mouthful.
HARRY: I still feel like we are stuck with more questions
than answers.
DANIEL: Isn’t that how philosophy is supposed to go?
HARRY: All too true, my friend.
(The two sit in silence for a while.)
HARRY: Fancy a game of pool?
DANIEL: Good God, yes!
End

all (unless that factor could be reformulated as a reason).
4
A choice seems to me to be intentional per definition. Even if you
choose a card at random from a deck, say, you still intentionally choose
a card, even if you didn’t intentionally choose the particular card you
got. If there is such a thing as unconscious choice, then surely that must
be a case of unconscious intending.
5
Assuming that knowledge entails the truth of what is known: If A
knows that p at time t, then p is true at time t. Assuming the necessity of the past, B cannot do anything at time t’ that would falsify p.
Therefore, if p describes something that B will do at t’, then B cannot do
otherwise than what p describes at t’.
6
Oscar’s belief that he is drinking water on Earth is structurally similar
to Twin-Oscar’s belief that he is drinking water on Twin-Earth, even
though Oscar is drinking H2O and Twin-Oscar is drinking XYZ. By
“structurally similar”, John means that the beliefs will function in similar ways in various forms of reasoning: If they believe that water is thirst
quenching, then both Oscar and Twin-Oscar will believe that they are
quenching their thirst; if they are told that the water comes from poisoned well, then they will spit it out.
7
“Structurally” is inserted here just to indicate that the brains only need
to be identical with respect to properties relevant to its function. An individual atom in brain one need not be the same atom as in brain two,
they only need to be of the same kind and to have the same properties
in relation to the other “brain stuff” that surrounds them.
8
The physical processes in our brain that determine our mental life are
macroscopic enough not to be affected by quantum indeterminacy in
a substantial way. In any case, John finds it hard to see what quantum
indeterminacy would add to the picture except a bit of randomness.
9
This is a version of what Peter van Inwagen (2003) calls the
“Consequence Argument.”
10
Galen Strawson (2003) develops – and insists on the importance of –
such an argument.
11
Friedrich Nietzsche (2009:§21)
12
This “Frankfurt-type” example was developed with reference to the
examples in Frankfurt (1988a) and especially Fischer (2011).
13
See Frankfurt (1988a).
14
See Frankfurt (1988b).
15
See, for example, Wegner (2003).
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NOTES
This is a work of fiction: Any characters herein are not meant to be accurate representations of any real individuals, living or dead, even when
voicing opinions similar to their namesakes.
2
Reasons here might be taken as explanations of an action that at the
same time are justifications for it, or the possible answers to the “certain
sense of the question ‘why?’” that Anscombe (1957) proposed.
3
John uses “determine” in this manner: If all the reasons one has for
or against making a choice taken together are necessary and sufficient
conditions for the making of the choice to be attempted, then all the
reasons one has for or against making a choice determines whether the
making of the choice is attempted. The “crucial way”-hedge is inserted
to acknowledge that there could be innumerable other influences
that contribute to determine our choices, but that these can safely be
ignored. Should we find an example where some factor that was not
a reason played a crucial role in determining a choice we would have
reason to question whether that choice should be counted as a choice at
1
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