Free Will Day 04, 2
Free Will Day 4:		Libertarianism

	Content:
1. Libertarianism (15 minutes)
2. Summary/Wrap-Up (15 minutes)
3. Debate Preparation (20 minutes)

	Method:
1. Lecture
2. Guided discussion
3. Group Work





Instructor’s Introduction: This lesson introduces students to Libertarianism as a solution to the problem of free will. Students should have read about the topic in the Rauhut text for homework in preparation. Next is a wrap-up of the topic of free will. Finally, you should set up teams and allow them to start preparations for a culminating in-class debate to be held for the next and final lesson on this topic.


Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand Libertarianism as a solution to problem of free will as well as criticisms of Libertarianism.
2. Students should understand the different general motivations with which philosophers approach the problem of free will.
3. Key concepts: Libertarianism, agent causation.



1. Libertarianism
If we go back to our decision tree for the problem of free will, Libertarianism is an Incompatibilist approach that is a branch of indeterminism. It holds that the future is open rather than determined, and we have the power to shape it. According to Libertarianism, we could imagine two agents having the exact same experiences but nevertheless taking different actions. So how do persons have control over their actions? There are different explanations, and thus different versions of Libertarianism. We’ll discuss only the agent causation account, because it’s the most accessible version.

On this account, human beings are different from rocks, plants, or other objects. People have a special form of causal power, called agent causation to distinguish it from event causation. If we think back to lesson two, event causation is like a falling domino causing the next domino in line to fall. This is how it works for all physical events; all physical events are necessitated by prior physical events and so determined. However, when it comes to agents, Libertarians think things are different. Agents can act without the action being the result of prior events, without it being determined by the past. Agents have a special power to cause something without being subject to causal determinism; the agent can act spontaneously to cause something to happen that was not already determined to happen. This power is known as agent causation. To help understand agent causation, we might use religious language (though Libertarianism does not need to be a religious view). It’s as if agents are godlike beings able to act as a “prime mover unmoved”—able to cause events to happen with nothing or no one causing the agent to cause those events to happen.

There are a number of common criticisms of Libertarianism:
1. What is agent causation, and how is it really distinguished from event causation? According to Libertarianism, agents, as a metaphysical necessity, are fully responsible for their actions because of a strict distinction between agent causation and event causation. But that seems counter to how we actually assign moral responsibility in everyday life, in which we frequently attribute limited responsibility to agents. For example, suppose Amy is very depressed, so that she often doesn’t even get out of bed. We would normally think events in Amy’s brain (such as biochemical events) are causing her to act this way. But Libertarians think what happens in Amy’s brain is just event causation, which cannot undermine Amy’s freedom to choose. This view seems unscientific, though, and Libertarians would need to respond to this difficulty by having a clear account of how and when events can undermine freedom; any such account risks undermining the necessary clear distinction between event causation and agent causation.
2. Libertarianism introduces metaphysical baggage. Philosophers, like others, prefer simplicity (as exemplified by the principle of Ockham’s razor), which means not introducing unnecessary fundamental entities. Libertarianism introduces two new fundamental (and mysterious) entities: agents and agent causation. Wouldn’t it be better to avoid these commitments?
3. Libertarianism seems committed to miracles. For Libertarians, something very special happens when an agent causes an action: the action takes place without any prior causes. But if there are no prior causes, how can there be an explanation of why the agent did what he or she did? According to the Libertarian position, any free action has the status of a miracle because it interrupts the natural order of causes. Miracles are events that don’t fit within our standard explanatory framework. Free will thus turns into miracles, into something mysterious and inexplicable. That doesn’t seem very satisfying.


2.  Wrap-Up of Free Will
Lead a guided discussion about where students think things stand now that they have covered all of the positions concerning the problem of free will. As you facilitate, let students know that while it’s relatively easy to see what the problem of free will is and why it’s important, solving it seems fairly difficult. Every position ends up seeming mysterious in one way or another. Let students know that it’s OK to be struggling to settle on an answer. Just thinking about the different possibilities and the arguments for and against can help us clarify how we think about ourselves and how we fit into the physical world. In that sense, this topic goes very well with the unit on personal identity.

One broad point you can add to the discussion is that different philosophers seem to take different general approaches to the problem of free will right from the start. Some philosophers tend to treat free will as a metaphysical question that informs our views about value theory (ethics/moral responsibility). In other words, they start with our intuitions that the principles of free will and of determinism both seem to be true, recognize the apparent incompatibility between them, and then try to answer the metaphysical question of whether both or only one is actually correct, and if only one is then which one. From that answer, they then arrive at an answer about whether we genuinely have free will. These philosophers tend to be either Hard Determinists or Compatibilists. Other philosophers seem to start with the idea that we are moral agents and have moral responsibility. They accept the general argument against Hard Determinism presented in lesson 2 as a starting point. Then they try to resolve the resulting metaphysical problem of how to account for free will given the apparent incompatibility between the two principles. That is, they work from value theory and then try solve the metaphysical question. These philosophers tend to be either Libertarians or Compatibilists.


3.   Debate Preparation
Divide students up into teams for a debate to be held in the next lesson. In those teams, have them begin preparations for the debate. They should continue their preparations as a homework assignment. Please see the next lesson, “Free Will Day 05: Conclusion” for more information about the debate and choosing teams.


Homework Assignment:
Debate Preparation
