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L INTRODUCTION 

The question of this paper is what it would be to act with freedom of the will. 
What kind of control have we in view (albeit inchoately) when we speak, 
pretheoretically, of being "self-determining" beings, of "freely making 
choices" for consciously considered reasons (pro and con)-of its being "up 
to us" how we shall act? My question here is not whether we have (or have 
any reason to think that we have) such freedom nor what the most robust 
account of our freedom compatible with late-twentieth-century science is. 
Many contemporary philosophers are all too ready to settle for a deflation
ary account of freedom and declare victory, with some brief remarks remind
ing us that we were created a little lower than the angels. T am 110t so sanguine 
about the ability of such accounts to leave reasonably intact our judgments 
about human autonomy, dignity, and responsibility. But, as I've said, that's 
not my concern here. Instead, I want to revisit the question of what exactly 
"self-determination," on our ordinary conception of it. comes to. 

T will assume, for familiar reasons, that freedom of will requires that our 
actions be causally undetermined. l Recently, some philosophers have 
advanced sophisticated accounts that incorporate this condition of significant 
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causal indeterminism, some of which are refinements of familiar views and 
some of which are noveJ.2 Such views fall into three basic camps: agent
causation accounts, simple indeterminism, and causal indeterminism. (Each 
of these positions will be explained below.) In an earlier article, I argued 
that simple indeterminism and causal indeterminism are inadequate 
approaches-doing so through an examination of the three best contempo
rary defenses of them-and concluded that incompatibilists must revive the 
traditional notion of agent causation, despite the well-known objections that 
have been raised to it. 3 Subsequently, I have begun the task of refurbishing 
and defending this idea.4 

But proponents of the alternative views have not been without their 
replies. (Alas, such unseemly displays of willful obstinacy are common in 
philosophy.) So in the present paper, I want to explain as carefully as I can 
why the incompatibilist who does not take free will to be an outright inco
herent ideas should believe in agent causation-unfashionable though this 
may be. 

II. AGENT CAUSATION BRIEFLY EXPLAINED 

To be an agent causationist, you have to believe in a nonreductionist account 
of causation generally. "Ordinary" causation by events or states of affairs 
may conform to sharp, generalizable patterns-and it may even fall out of 
one's account of such causation that there will be such patterns-but causa
tion, for the nonrcductionist, is not constituted by such patterns. The core 
notion of causal production (or in a more technical jargon. "causal oomph") 
is the notion of an ontologically basic sort of relation. 

But that a reductionist analysis of causation is not possible does not rule 
out all attempts at explication. Here, in broad strokes, is a nonreductionist 
explication of event causation of the sort that I favor. Ordinary objects pos
sess a range of causal powers. When placed in the appropriate circumstances 
(circumstances that either simply remove impediments to the action of an 
object already in a state of readiness to act or stimulate a latent causal mech
anism), they will exercise these causal capacities. These capacities have their 
basis in the object's (or system of objects') underlying nature-its structural 
and dynamical properties. Such properties are thus "two-sided"-they have 
both a categorical (e.g., being sharp-edged) and a dispositional (e.g., bestow
ing a capacity to cut certain kinds of object) nature. 

How should the notion of agent causation be understood by one who 
accepts this basic account of event causation? Let us first note that the notion 
of a particular agent freely and directly (i.e., agent-causally) bringing about 
an effect requires that the particular is an agent capable of representing pos-
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sible courses of action to himself and having certain desires and beliefs con
cerning those alternatives.6 What sort of events do agent -causes bring about? 
As I will think of it, these agent-caused internal events are determinate 
(immediately executive) intentions to act in various ways. The agent-causal 
relation itself is conceived simply as follows: Wherever the agent-causal 
relation obtains, the agent bears a property or set of properties that is "choice
enabling" (i.e., in virtue of such properties, the agent has a type of causal 
power which, following Reid, we may term "active power"). But this "active 
power"-the causal power in virtue of which one has freedom of will-is 
not characterized by any function from circumstances to effects (as is the 
case with event causal powers). For the properties that confer such a capac
ity do not themselves (in the appropriate circumstances) necessitate or make 
probable a certain effect. Rather, they (in conjunction with appropriate cir
cumstances) make possible the direct, purposive bringing about of an effect 
by the agent who bears them. Such properties thus playa different functional 
role in the associated causal process. Though the very same relation of cau
sation is involved, these properties give rise to a fundamentally different type 
of causal power-one that in suitable circumstances is exercised at will by 
the agent, rather than of necessity, as with objects that are not partly self
determining agents. 

There is more to be said and asked about such an account of freedom of 
will (and we will ask some ofthose questions below), but it will have to suf
fice for now as a basic picture. It is clear enough why one might be initially 
attracted to it. For, on such an account, rather than my activity's being a prod
uct of external conditions that impinge on me in various ways, establishing 
internal states that in tum cause the behavior, I am quite literally the cause 
(source, point of origination) of my own behavior. 

But appearances can be misleading. Some incompatibilists have recently 
urged that such an appeal to a primitive form of causation is either useless 
or positively incompatible with a basic feature of action that we have been 
silent about up to this point-viz., that actions are explainable by reasons 
the agent had in acting as he did. So let us now consider such arguments and 
the alternative accounts of freedom of will they are said to bolster. 

III. SIMPLE INDETERMINISM AND AGENT CAUSATION 

The most prominent contemporary defender of simple indeterminism is Carl 
Ginet. So let us use his account as representative of the general view. The 
central feature of Ginet's theory of action is the claim that there is a simple 
mental action (lacking internal causal structure) at the core of every causally 
complex action? In some cases, such simple mental actions are complete in 
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themselves, not being part of a more complex action, as in mentally saying 
a word or forming an image. Simple mental acts of this sort differ intrinsi
cally from passive mental occurrences such as unbidden thoughts or images 
in virtue of what Ginet terms an "actish phenomenal quality" -the quality 
one might characterize (in the case of mentally saying a word) as "its seem
ing as if [ directly produce the sound in my 'mind's ear.'" Ginet emphasizes 
that this quality "belongs to the manner in which the word occurs in my mind 
and is not a distinct phenomenon that precedes or accompanies the occur
rence of the word."8 

In the central sort of case, however, this simple mental action will be a 
volition that constitutes the core element of one's voluntarily exerting the 
body, causally producing that exertion.9 The intentional content of the voli
tion is that you are voluntarily exerting your body in a specific sort of way. 
This content, though, is directed to the immediate present (thereby differing 
from decision or intention), making it a "fluid" sort of mental activity over 
time. lO 

As a simple indeterminist, Ginet holds that such bodily actions are free 
if the simple mental actions at their core are uncaused. But this seems unsat
isfactory to many (agent causationists included) for the following simple rea
son. If a simple mental action of mine is uncaused, if it is in no sense 
determined to occur by anything at all, then it is not determined to occur by 
me in particular. But if [ do not determine its occurrence, then it is not under 
my control. 

Ginet's response to the agent causationist who levels this charge is as fol
lows. Consider the agent causationist's account of a basic action. It is an 
uncaused event of the form agent S causes event e. But if the lack of causa
tion of the simple indetenninist's volition renders it uncontrolled by anything, 
including the agent himself, then the same must be true in the case of an 
uncaused agent causing. lI So either both accounts fail to adequately charac
terize self-determination or the idea that an agent's control over her own activ
ity must involve causation is mistaken. But if the latter is the case, there is no 
reason to complicate our picture of agency with the notion of agent causation. 

However, this tu quoque reply masks an essential difference between the 
two sorts of events being posited. Both sorts are held to occur uncaused. But 
there is internal causal structure to the agent-causal event that is lacking in a 
simple volition. And this difference in causal structure bears directly on the 
question of whether their respective agents control their occurrences. An 
agent -causal event is intrinsically a doing, an exercise of control. Ginet claims 
that this is true of uncaused volitions as well, in view of their "actish phe
nomenal quality." However, "control," "determination," and allied notions 
cannot be grounded in intrinsic, phenomenal characteristics alone-they 
clearly require some sort of causal elucidation.12 
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One who does not favor Ginet's simple indeterminist view might pick 
up the argument at this point and insist that, however one wants to describe 
the agent-causal event itself ("an exercise of active power"), the agent cau
sationist's own original line of reasoning suggests that one controls this event 
only to the extent that one causes it. So if it occurs uncaused, its occurrence 
is not something that was up to the agent, something he controlled. 

I suggest that there is something suspicious about this demand for some 
further event by means of which one controls what is intrinsically an exer
cise of control. The suspicion that such a demand is unreasonable is con
firmed, I think, by the following simple argument that shows that an 
agent -causal event cOllldn't be causally determined. For instantiations of 
causal relations (causally complex events) are not themselves directly on the 
receiving end of other causal relations-instead, instantiations of intrinsic 
properties (causally simple states or events) are. Causings are the produc
inRs of events, rather than what are produced (in the first instance). Compare 
an ordinary case of an event-causal process (consisting of event F's causing 
event G) being caused by some further event E. Surely this can consist only 
in E's causing F, the front-end relatum ofthe complex event. 13 When I reflect 
on the matter, I cannot but regard this as reflecting an evident, general truth 
about causation. If this is right, then an agent-causal event could not be 
caused for the simple reason that the cause in this case is not itself an event. 

Ginet, however, argues that while the above may be a plausible claim 
for the way in which an event-causal event is caused, it is not obvious for 
the case of an aRent-causal event. But why would one hold this in the event
causal case, if not because it reflects a general conceptual truth about cau
sation and relations') Let us set that question aside, though, in order to 
examine fWiher the implications of this suggestion. Notice that what is being 
countenanced is that while events can never cause event-causal events, they 
might cause agent-causal events. It is, thus, a claim about event causation
about what kinds of entities events can bring about. And the claim is that 
events can directly bring about causal relations when they relate an agent to 
an event but not when they relate an event to a further event. If true, this is 
a very puzzling fact. What is it about the agent-causal relation, in Ginet's 
understanding of it,14 that explains this fact? Let "A" and "B" be events and 
"S" an agent. and consider the allegedly possible event A s causing S's caus
ing B. Should we also allow that there could be a direct cause of the relation 
between A and SS causing B, one that does not do so by causing A itself? 
Granted, this is now a case of an event's causing another event, but the sec
ond event is an instance of agent causation, so perhaps that makes it suffi
ciently special as to allow for the direct causation of a causal relation. 

If my strategy has been successful, my reader will by now be inclined 
to agree that it is simply wrongheaded, in general, to countenance direct 
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causings of causal relations. Whether our causes be events or agents, what 
they cause are causally simple states. To suggest otherwise, for either sort 
of causation. is to render the original cause strangely inert or at least defi
cient. (Something else must bring about their causing of the event.) 

So to reiterate my earlier conclusion, since agents are not causally 
simple states, agent-causal events cannot be caused. This conceptual truth 
lends credence to my contention that it is simply inappropriate, or confused, 
to suggest that an agent-causal event-a direct exercising of control by an 
agent-must itself be caused by the agent (or some state of the agent) if he 
is to exercise control over it. 

Let us now consider a second objection to agent causation that is made 
by simple indeterminists. We explain intentional actions in terms of reasons 
the individual has for so acting. According to several philosophers, this 
simple truism poses a difficulty for the theory of agent causation. 15 

In order to understand the different forms this charge takes, we must 
first set out a fragment of an account of reasons explanation of actions from 
the perspective of the theory of agent causation. Consider. then, the expla
nation of action by reference to a prior desire. An agent causationist might 
give the following general conditions for the truth of such explanations: 

5 acted then in order to satisfy her antecedent desire that q> if: 

(i) prior to the action, 5 had a desire that q> and believed that 
by so acting she would satisfy (or contribute to satisfying) 
that desire; 

(ii) her action was initiated (in part) by her own self
detennining causal activity, the event component of which 
is the-coming-to-be-of-an-action-triggering-intention-to
A-here-and-now; 

(iii) concurrent with the action, 5 continued to desire that <p and 
intended of the action that it satisfy (or contribute to sati s
fying) that desire; 

(iv) 5' s concurrent intention was a direct causal consequence of 
the action-triggering intention brought about by the agent, 
and it causally sustained the completion of her action. 

Simple indeterminists have claimed that this explanation schema is inad
equate in at least two different ways. Some claim that the second condition 
is perfectly idle, since the other conditions are perfectly sufficient to explain 
the action (thus vindicating the simple indeterminist's wholly noncausal 
account of reasons explanations ).16 And Carl Ginet has recently made the 
stronger claim that agent causation is inconsistent with the fact that reasons 
explanations of actions are often incomplete in certain respects. I may have 
a reason to reach out and grab an airborne ball headed my way but no rea
son for using my right hand instead of my left (even though I do in fact use 
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my right hand). Similarly, I may have a reason for calling a friend on the 
phone but no reason for calling at the precise moment I do. Let us focus on 
this second example. The agency theory maintains that, if I was free in mak
ing the phone call. then I caused the state of intention that issued in the bod
ily movements. But because I was not caused to so act just then and had no 
reasons for acting just then, there was nothing that explained the timing of 
my action. And this, it is held, is problematic: how can a cause of an event's 
occurring at a certain time fail to explain its occurring at that time? This 
reveals, it is urged, that it is incoherent to appeal to the agent-simply qua 
agent apart from particular features of him at the moment his causal power 
was exercised-as the cause of the state of intention's being formed. 

I will consider these objections in tum. The first objection alleged that 
agent causation plays no real role in the explanation of the action. If one 
desired that <p and intended throughout the action that it satisfy that desire, 
then one has thereby acted for the purpose of satisfying that desire; no appeal 
to a special sort of action-starting event is necessary. 

But if my earlier contention that the exercising of control in acting must 
have a causal structure is correct, then this objection cannot be right. It is not 
sufficient to explain an action that one have had prior desires or intentions 
whose contents '"fit" the action performed; one must have controlled the per
formance ofthe action (for the very purpose of satisfying the desire or inten
tion in question). The agent causationist need not hold that the only way in 
which exercising control for the purpose of satisfying a prior desire can be 
carried out involves agent causation. Agent causation is appealed to in order 
to explain freedom of action, not action simpliciter. ("Controlling" the course 
of one's activity is a weaker notion than acting with free will.) So while it is 
true, I think, that the agent-causal condition (ii) is not itself a necessary con
dition for acting in order to satisfy some desire, it is necessary that there be 
some causal condition or other that accounts for the agent's exercising con
trol in acting as he does. Consequently, the agent-causal condition is not idle, 
and simple indeterminism has not been vindicated. 

Let me now turn to Ginet's argument (inspired by some well-known 
remarks ofe. D. Broad's) that the agent causationist is committed to the pos
sibility of a cause of an event that does not explain the event. Here we have 
to be careful, I suggest, to identify just what event it is that is in question. 
Suppose, as the agency theory would have it, that I causally generate a state 
of intention to call my friend here and now. Let us call the event of that state 
of intention's corning to be (at time t) "e." I am (at t) the cause of e. Yet I, 
qua its cause. also figure into the explanation of e's occurrence, insofar as I 
had reasons for so acting. 

"But what about the event es occurring at t rather than at tl? Ex hypoth
esi, there is no explanation of this event, and yet you caused it, according to 
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the agency theory." Here I think Ginet is mistaken to hold that there is any 
such event as e's occurring at t rather than at tl in addition to e itself. There 
is no reason to hold that corresponding to every contrastive fact about a con
tingent occurrence there is a distinct "contrastive event," where an event is 
understood to be a concrete entity. We might recast the objection in this way: 
On the agent causation view, there is a feature of, or fact about, e-viz., that 
it occurred at t rather than at tI-that obtains in virtue of some causal factor 
that nonetheless does not explain that feature's obtaining. But, so stated, the 
objection would appear to be an implicit rejection of the more general idea of 
nondeterministic causation. For consider a case of indeterministic event cau
sation from quantum mechanics. 17 A photon is fired at a screen with two slits. 
If detected at slit A, it will cause a green light to go on, and if detected at B, it 
will cause a red light to go on. Via an indeterministic process, it causes the red 
light to go on. Now it seems that in virtue of the firing of the photon's caus
ing the event the red light's going on, the fact of the red light's going on rather 
than the green light's going on obtained. But we do not seem to have an expla
nation of this fact. If this scenario is incoherent, it is not obviously so. 
Likewise, there is no obvious incoherence in the agent causationist view that 
an agent causes a certain event (whose occurrence is explained by certain rea
sons he had at the time) without there being an explanation for every con
trastive fact that obtains in virtue of the event's occurring. 

A final objection to agent causation from the simple indeterminists is 
epistemological, rather than metaphysical, in nature. It is that agent causa
tion is undetectable, and so we could never have any reason to posit it. 
Evidence of significant indeterminism at the level of human action would 
not favor the hypothesis of agent causation over that of causal randomness. 

In reply, I would begin by observing that whatever force this objection 
has, it is had equally by a parallel objection to a nonreductionist account of 
event causation. On such an account, causal relations are among the basic 
furniture of the universe. And like Ginet on agent causation, a Humean reduc
tionist about event causation will say that all we have direct evidence of is 
the pattern of relations among types of events. Having noted this parallel 
objection, there are two things to be said in response to both of them. The 
first is that we don't simply observe an apparently undetermined event (in 
the case of an agent's activity) or a pair of events falling under a certain type 
of lawlike pattern (in the general case of event causation). Rather, we seem 
to directly observe their causal connectedness-at least in some cases. For 
example, I don't merely observe the movement of the hammer and then the 
movement of the nail-I perceive the hammer's moving the nail. And in the 
(putatively agent-causal) case of my own deliberate formation of intentions, 
the event doesn't seem merely to occur but seems to be my directly exerting 
causal control in bringing it about. (Note Ginet's own frank admission of the 
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"actish phenomenal quality.") Such apparent perception of causality could 
be mistaken, of course, but by the same token, so could our apparent per
ception of ordinary physical objects, and few would take that as a reason for 
disbelief. 

The second thing to be said about the objection is that there are theo
retical, as well as perceptual, reasons for accepting the existence of event
causal relations in the actual case and agent-causal relations in a hypothetical 
case involving evidence of significant (and apparently non-law-governed) 
indeternlinism in the production of human behavior. For the alternative to 
positing causal relations of the appropriate sort is to accept such occurrences 
as brute, unexplained facts. In my book, this is an unreasonable stance. 

I have now completed my discussion of arguments favoring simple inde
terminism to agent causation. Before I move on, though, I want to make one 
final point about the simple indeterminist view. The simple indeterminist 
holds that a free action must be causally undetermined and that there need 
not be any causation (of even an indeterministic variety) involved in the gen
eration of such actions. But Ginet, for example, appears to allow that a given 
free action might be caused in an indeterministic fashion. My point is that 
the simple indeterminist cannot, in consistency, allow for this. For on this 
view (as on the agent-causal view), an agent's determination of his own deci
sion, his control of it, is an intrinsic feature of the decision itself. But if a 
decision were indeterministically caused by the agent's reasons, say, then 
the agent's detenllination of his action would reside in the causal activity of 
(the state of his having) those reasons and not in the intrinsic features of the 
decision itself. Hence, the simple indeterminist's analysis of what it is to 
freely control the formation of one's decision leads to the necessity of sup
posing that such decisions are entirely uncaused. Without pausing to develop 
an argument here, I will simply assert that, given the fact of (probably inde
terministic) causation at the fundamental levels of matter, entirely uncaused 
decisions would seem inconsistent with a materialist (or even an emergent 
dualist) account of human mental activity, and so would seem to force an 
acceptance of substance dualism of a very strong sort. 

IV. CAUSAL INDETERMINISM AND AGENT CAUSATION 

Causal indeterminism is an alternative to both agent causation and simple 
indeterminism as an account of free will. According to the causal indeter
minist, our free decisions are caused but nondeterministically. And the most 
salient of the causal conditions of those decisions are the states of having 
reasons for deciding in that manner. In many circumstances, persons have 
(at least partially) distinct desire-belief complexes (more simply, "reasons") 
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that point toward different courses of action, and the performance of any of 
these-not just the one that was actually done-would "graft" coherently 
onto precisely the same prior circumstance. Each such reason is a potential 
cause of the corresponding behavior; whichever action is (as it happens) 
undertaken will have been caused by the matching reason or reasons. 

The basic motivation for this view is that it provides a way of recogniz
ing (contra the simple indeterminist) that control over one's decision-making 
must be causal in nature, while avoiding commitment to an irreducible form 
of agent causation and its attendant problems, such as explaining how the two 
forms of causation could systematically interact within a single being. But this 
basic advantage comes at the cost of an equally basic problem, viz., explain
ing how it can be up to me on a given occasion that certain of my reason states 
exert their indeterministic propensity to cause a decision to act, while others 
do not (though they might have done so). 

A decade ago, in his book Free Will and Values, Robert Kane produced 
a causal indeterminist account of free will intended to deal with this issue.18 

And in a series of subsequent articles, he modified and refined the original 
account in response to various criticisms. Elsewhere, I have criticized the 
version of his account sketched in the most recent of these articles. 19 

However, in an impressive new book, Kane has extensively developed his 
basic account in several respects, which I will now explain in basic terms 
and then assess.20 

On Kane's account, freedom of the will is directly manifested only in 
the context of conscious deliberation. Such deliberation normally is termi
nated by "choices" or "willings" that form intentions and create purposes 
that guide actions, now or in the future. 21 Freedom of the will is constituted 
by undetermined "self-forming willings" by virtue of which the agent is the 
ultimate creator of some of his own purposes. Kane identifies at least six dif
ferent kinds of such willings:22 

1) Moral choices 

2) Prudential choices 

3) Practical judgments and choices 

4) Efforts of will sustaining purposes 

5) Attentional efforts directed at self-control and 
self-modification 

6) Changes of intention in action 

(1)-(3) are the basic categories of choices about what is to be done, either 
now or in the future. The cases falling under the heading of (3) are simply 
those deliberative situations in which duty or desire and short-term or long
term interest-conflicts do not playa significant role. (4)-(6) are kinds of effort 
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that may be involved in the deliberative process leading to a decision to act. 
In what follows, I mainly focus on moral and prudential choices, which are 
treated as essentially alike on Kane's account, and on the efforts of will that 
precede them. 

The basic structure of moral and prudential deliberations is held to be 
as follows. 

First, the agent is in a divided motivational state, feeling inclined to pur
sue each of two or more incompatible courses of action. The different moti
vations for each such action are incommensurate, reflecting different ends 
or purposes. 

Second, such conflicts result in an "effort of will"-a struggle by the 
agent to get his ends or purposes sorted out.23 In a context of moral decision
making, they are struggles to act in accordance with perceived obligation in 
the face of contrary motives to act differently, with the outcome being uncer
tain in the agent's mind prior to the moment of choice. It is supposed that an 
effort of will is an indeterminate (and not merely undetermined) process, anal
ogous to the indeterminacy of the position and momentum of an individual 
particle at the quantum level prior to a measurement. Kane suggests that this 
could be true of even complex processes in our brains involving many neu
ron firings and connections, provided that there be "chaotic processes"
processes sensitive to minute changes in initial conditions-in the brain that 
could amplify indeterminate events at the microlevel. Persons experience 
these complex processes as efforts of will they are making to resist tempta
tion in moral and prudential situations.24 

Third, resolution of the indeterminacy is achieved through the agent's 
choice, which, because of the indeterminacy of the process leading up to it, 
is a causally undetermined event. 

Finally, we should note that, according to Kane, it is 

because their efforts are thus a response to inner conflicts embed
ded in the agents' prior character and motives that their charac
ters and motives can explain the conflicts and why the efforts are 
being made, without also explaining the outcomes of the con
flicts and the efforts. [They 1 provide reasons for going either 
way, but not decisive reasons explaining which way the agent 
will inevitably gO.2S 

This thumbnail sketch of Kane's basic picture is enough for us to begin 
raising questions about it. As I do so, I will introduce further wrinkles that 
Kane adds to address many of these questions. 

On Kane's account, then, a moral or prudential choice is an undeter
mined, causal outcome of an indeterminate struggle or effort to sort out one's 
purposes via deliberation. One basic problem with this account, as I see it, 
concerns how this choice occurs. Consider the simpler quantum analogue. 
An isolated particle (e.g., an electron) moves toward a thin atomic barrier. 
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Its position and momentum are not both determinate; rather, it is in a super
position of states (i.e., instead of having a fully determinate position, its posi
tion is describable only by a particular range of values) such that there is a 
certain probability that it will penetrate the barrier. But now, on the ortho
dox interpretation, the resolution of the indeterminacy is a consequence of 
a quantum mechanical measurement event. This, of course, raises puzzling 
questions of its own. However, my purpose is not to raise those questions 
but instead to note the apparent need for a special kind of "trigger" event to 
induce determinacy in the system. It's hard to see how Kane can accommo
date this need within his picture of free choice. For if the choice which 
induces determinacy is disconnected from the indeterminate process itself, 
it will not admit of a causally indeterministic explanation in terms of that 
process's antecedents. This will either land us back into simple indetermin
ism or push us to admitting a sui generis agent-causal activity, which causal 
indeterminism is supposed to enable us to avoid. 

I note in passing that, for Kane,practical choices (ones not involving con
flicts between duty or long-term interest and other sorts of motivation) do not 
appear to be indeterminacy-resolving events, at least in many cases. In prac
tical deliberation, there is indeterminacy at the outset, connected with the inten
tional efforts to open oneself up to all relevant considerations and to continue 
deliberating. But he allows that often the outcome of such deliberation may 
be causally determined by its immediate antecedents, once it becomes clear 
what the best course of action is. (Might the event of coming to believe that 
option X is the best alternative be an analogue of indeterminacy-resolving 
moral choice?) 

But, returning to moral and prudential choice, perhaps its nature can be 
explicated in a way that leaves intact the basic causal indeterminist picture. 
There is still the fundamental question of how it is that I may be in control 
of the way it goes in a given case. How is it up to me that, on this occasion, 
this one among two or more causally possible choices was made? 

Kane thinks that part of an answer to this can be given by positing a 
"self-network." This is conceived as a comprehensive network of neural con
nections representing the agent's general motivational system-the plans, 
aspirations, and ideals in terms of which she defines herself as an agent and 
practical reasoner.26 (These diverse neural circuits could act in concert by 
forming a synchronized pattern of oscillations or wave activity of a sort that 
has been suggested in recent studies.) He suggests that 
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be overlaid by the wave patterns unifying the self-network~so 
that the wave patterns and the effort or choice events are cou
pled, causally influencing and interacting with each other. The 
effort and choice events would occur, so to speak, "within" the 
self-network whose distinctive wave patterns of oscillations were 



superimposed on them. In tum, the superimposed patterns of 
oscillations of the self-network would be contributing causes to 
choice, pushing one competing reason-network over the top, so 
to speak, so that A is chosen for reasons R rather than B for rea
sons R' (or vice versa)-thus supporting the belief that the efforts 
and choices are our doings, the products of our selvesn 

So it is the influencing activity of the superimposed self-network that 
turns back the objection that I am unable to directly detennine which out
come my reason states will give rise to in a given case. I do so detennine this 
because this self-network essentially constitutes who I am, psychologically 
speaking. The self-network, then, is a kind of surrogate for traditional appeals 
to an irreducible causation by the agent, qua agent. 

However, when we consider the role of the self-network, precisely the 
problem it was supposed to solve in relation to the indetenninistic activity 
of my reason states-i.e., my apparent inability to directly determine the out
come of the chancey, indetenninistic events constituting my reason states
reappears in relation to it. For its activity, too, is held to be indeterministic, 
potentially giving rise to any of a range of choices in a given context. Insofar 
as the outcome will be a causal consequence of this network acting on the 
states constituting my deliberation, T exercise a fonn of control over it. But 
the question is whether it is a fonn of control that is sufficient to ground per
sonal responsibility. On the agent-causal view, I myself directly determine 
whatever outcome occurs. Unless Kane's contrasting view is coupled with 
a reductionist account of personhood, on which persons are to be identified 
with their self-network, it seems that there will inevitably be a chancey ele
ment to choice that cannot be attributed to the person, such that the kind of 
control that is exercised is too weak to ground his responsibility for which 
of the causal possibilities is realized.28 

However, I have not yet exhausted all of Kane's moves on this score. 
He considers the objection that invites us to consider an imaginary scenario 
in which two persons have exactly the same past and engage in identical 
efforts of will, but one of them chooses prudently while the other does not. 
Doesn't it seem a matter of luck, the objection goes, that one of them over
came short-sighted temptation, while the other did not? To connect this to 
the way I have been formulating the problem, we could say that it seems that 
the deepest explanation of the different outcomes is in terms of the causal 
potentialities of the properties constituting the agents' (identical) states prior 
to their choices, as characterized by the relevant statistical laws. If we had 
several such agents, a celtain predictable proportion of them would choose 
one way and the rest would choose another. There is nothing more to be said. 

To this, Kane replies that 

[w]ith indeterminate efforts exact sameness is not defined. Nor 
is exact difference either. If the efforts are indeterminate, one 
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cannot say the efforts had exactly the same strength, or that one 
was exactly greater or less great than the other. That is what inde
terminacy amounts to. So one cannot say of two agents that they 
had exactly the same pasts and made exactly the same efforts 
and one got lucky while the other did not. 29 

He goes on to say that 

[t]his is how free will is related to the uniqueness of persons .... 
Each life history is unique and cannot be exactly the same as any 
other if the psychological histories involve indeterminate pro
cesses. as they must for free will .... 30 

An Epicurean world in which undetermined events occurred 
given an entirely determinate past-a world of chance without 
indeterminacy-would be a world of mere chance, not free will. 
There would be no indeterminate "gestation period" for free acts, 
so to speak; they would just pop out of a determinate past one way 
or the other without any preparation in the form of indeterminacy
producing tension, struggle, and conflict.3l 

It's not clear to me why Kane claims (in the last sentence quoted) that there 
could be deliberative struggle only in a world of (amplified) indeterminacy. 
But, in any case, Kane's basic idea here seems to be that genuine indeter
minacy of states renders illegitimate any talk of exact sameness or differ
ence. But if so, then it would likewise be illegitimate to talk of statistical 
laws that govern types of states and their range of possible outcomes, and so 
my way of raising doubts about the adequacy of Kane's account of agent 
control could not get off the ground. However, this claim seems to me mis
taken. For can we not speak of sameness of superposition of states-i.e., 
states having the same properties within the same value intervals? It seems 
to me that this is precisely how one would want to describe quantum mechan
ical states, and it renders perfectly meaningful statistical laws that quantify 
over such state types. Consequently, the causal indeterminist cannot exploit 
causal indeterminacy, in the way Kane has suggested, in order to avert the 
original problem of how one might control the "chancey" outcome of one's 
reason states and "self-network." 

V. CONCLUSION 

Progress in philosophical understanding does not always come by jettison
ing seemingly baroque traditional accounts in favor of newfangled ones. 
Such is the case with the ancient conundrum of free will. There is much work 
to be done in explicating the picture of agency that centers on the notion of 
agent causation. (Let alone the work required to understand how to fit it into 
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a recognizable picture of the natural world more generally.) But the forego
ing suggests that a satisfying understanding of free will cannot be had in any 
other way.32 
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