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Description

Introductory description

This module explores a range of contemporary problems relating to free will, moral responsibility,
and retributive blame.

Module aims

Questions about free will and moral responsibility have been debated within philosophy for
centuries, and it constitutes a key puzzle within philosophical debates, with implications for
metaphysics, ethics, action theory, and the philosophy of mind. But the last century has seen a
number of significant shifts within the debate, including challenges from the neurosciences,
guestions about how we reconcile indeterminism with freedom, the development of emergentist
accounts of free will, challenges to the ethics of retributivism, and various new ways of thinking
about ability and possibility. In taking this module, students will learn to navigate some central
issues within the contemporary debate and will develop a clear understanding of how our
approach to these issues bears on other questions within philosophy and beyond.



Outline syllabus

This is an indicative module outline only to give an indication of the sort of topics that may be
covered. Actual sessions held may differ.

Week 1: Determinism & the Ability to do Otherwise

A great deal of the contemporary debate on freedom and responsibility began with van Inwagen’s
consequence argument and a dispute about whether determinism rules out the ability do
otherwise. Philosophers have since then proposed a range of ways of analysing ‘able to’ claims,
where rival analyses seem to have a direct bearing on the compatibility of the alternative
possibilities with determinism.

Week 2: Frankfurt-Style Counterexamples and the Relevance of Alternative Possibilities

Prior to Frankfurt’s famous article, it was typically taken for granted by all sides that alternative
possibilities are a necessary condition for both free will and moral responsibility. However,
Frankfurt’'s argument challenges this assumption by arguing that alternative possibilities are
irrelevant to moral responsibility, a point he aims to establish by appeal to a famous and much
disputed example, which continues to be subject to lively dispute.

Week 3: Actual and Alternative Sequences

Inspired by Harry Frankfurt’'s argument, many philosophers suppose that moral responsibility
depends solely on features of the ‘actual sequence’ of events leading to the agent’s action and
does not depend on either the possibility or the nature of any ‘alternative sequence’ of events.
These include views that appeal to higher order volitions or to fundamental values or the ‘true self’,
as well as views that rest on ‘reasons-responsiveness’ or sensitivity to value.

Week 4: Freedom as an Emergent Phenomenon

What is the relationship between what is possible at the level of fundamental physics and what is
possible at the level of agency? The level of agency may be said to ‘supervene’ on the level of
physics. This means that agential phenomena may be ‘multiply realisable’. Drawing on this, List
argues that we may have alternative possibilities at the level of agency even if the universe is
deterministic at the level of physics. Does this view give us a novel approach to reconciling
alternative possibilities with determinism? We may also wonder whether the atemporal nature of
microphysics gives us reason to question the usual directions of causal asymmetries at a macro
level, where such causal asymmetry seems crucial to our reasons for supposing that determinism
is a threat to freedom.

Week 5: Determinism, ‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’ and Duty.

Some philosophers think that determinism rules out the ability to do otherwise. Another popular
claim is that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’: If an agent is unable to do something, then that agent cannot be
obligated to do it. If we accept both, and we accept that the same sense of ‘can’ is being invoked
by both claims, then it seems that determinism would restrict what we can be obligated to do. This
has been used in different ways by different philosophers. Some use this as a basis to say that
regardless of whether determinism has any bearing on free will, it directly rules out all obligations.
Others argue that we are unable to take this implication seriously, and use this as the basis for a
‘transcendental argument’ for the denial of determinism: Since we are practically committed to
normative reasons, they suppose that that we are practically committed to supposing that
determinism is false, and that we are free to do otherwise, in the traditional libertarian sense.



Week 6:
Reading Week

Week 7: Indeterminism and Luck Problems

While debates about free will have traditionally focused on the potential threat of determinism,
recent work tends to give just as much focus to the threat indeterminism. If our choices are not
causally determined, aren’t they just random occurrences? And how can anyone be held
responsible for something that simply happens at random. There are various versions of this
worry, but all throw into doubt whether freedom and moral responsibility could be rendered
consistent with indeterminism. This has led some philosophers to suggest that determinism is
required for moral responsibility and others to suggest that neither determinism nor indeterminism
are consistent with moral responsibility. The task for those who suppose that indeterminism is
consistent with or required for moral responsibility is to sketch out an account of freedom and
control that can make sense of how an agent might have control with respect to something that
results partially just from chance.

Week 8: Reactive Attitudes and Blame

P F Strawson’s argument for a broadly compatibilist account of moral responsibility has been
enormously influential. He argued that responsibility attributions are closely tied to the ‘reactive
attitudes’ — attitudes we have in response to the quality of a person’s will, such as resentment,
forgiveness, indignation, remorse, and gratitude. From a practical perspective, Strawson was
doubtful that considerations relating to anything as abstract as the truth or falsity of determinism
could undermine our reasons for holding one another responsible, since these attitudes are at the
heart of our responsibility judgements and these are thoroughly and essentially embedded in our
social lives. Philosophers continue to explore Strawson’s picture of responsibility and the role of
reactive attitudes in relation to our desert-entailing practices.

Week 9: Punishment and Retribution

What is the basis for retributive punishment? Do our penal practices rest crucially on assumed
moral responsibility? Is the harm inflicted by our desert-entailing practices morally justifiable? Most
legal system use a combination of backward-looking retributive considerations and forward-looking
more consequential considerations. While we might hope that various positive goals are served by
our penal system (deterrence, public protection, reform), it is undoubtably true that there are also
serious harms

Week 10: Neuroscience, ‘Willusionist’ Arguments & Moral Responsibility

Advances in neuroscience have often been thought to pose serious challenges to our way of
thinking about freedom and moral responsibility. Libet famously found that our awareness of
consciously making a choice is usually preceded by an unconscious earlier neural event (a
readiness potential). Some theorists have suggested that studies into the unconscious neural
precursors of conscious choices show that free will is an illusion. Moreover, as neuroscientific
evidence starts to be used in legal contexts, questions arise about how neuroscientific evidence
should be taken to bear on legal and moral responsibility.

Learning outcomes

By the end of the module, students should be able to:

» Clearly understand and articulate a range of contemporary theories and ideas relating to



freedom and moral responsibility.

* Analyse different approaches and explore potential criticisms and defences.

« |dentify key points on which disputes on this topic hinge and think independently about how
we resolve these disputes and weigh up different viewpoints.

» Engage effectively and critically with the literature, understanding and analysing texts, and
practicing good scholarship.
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Week 1: Determinism & the Ability to do Otherwise:

* Beebee, Helen. Free Will: An Introduction, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, chapter 3:
‘Compatibilism and the Consequence Argument’, pp. 47-78.**
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book, An Essay on Free Will (Oxford: Clarendon Press).)*
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Philosophy. 66(23): 829-39.**

» Otsuka, Michael. (1998), "Incompatibilism and the Avoidability of Blame", Ethics, Vol. 108,
pp. 685-701.*

» Alvarez, M. (2009). Actions, thought-experiments and the ‘principle of alternate possibilities’.
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» Fischer, John Martin. (2006), “Frankfurt-type Examples and Semi-Compatibilism”, in The
Oxford Handbook of Free Will, edited by Robert Kane. (Oxford University Press: 2006) pp.
281-308.

» Pereboom, Derk. (2009). “Further Thoughts about a Frankfurt-Style Argument”.
Philosophical Explorations, 12(2), 109-118.

* Elzein, Nadine. (2016). “Frankfurt-Style Counterexamples and the Importance of Alternative
Possibilities.” Acta Analytica, 32, 169-191

» Steward, Helen. (2009). Fairness, agency and the flicker of freedom. Nods, 43(1), 64-93.
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» Frankfurt, Harry. (1971), ‘Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person’, The Journal of
Philosophy, Vol. 68, No. 1. pp. 5-20.**

» Wolf, Susan.. (1987). Sanity and the Metaphysics of Responsibility. In S Landau (ed.) Ethical
Theory: An Anthology, 2013.*



Fischer, John Martin., and Ravizza, Mark. (2000) ‘Précis of Responsibility and Control: A
Theory of Moral Responsibility’. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, vol. 61, no. 2.*
Sartorio, Carolina. (2011). Actuality and Responsibility, Mind, 120: pp. 1071-1097.
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Wolf, Susan. (1980), ‘Asymmetrical Freedom’, The Journal of Philosophy, vol. 77, pp. 151-
166. Reprinted in Free Will (edited by Pereboom).

Week 4: Freedom as an Emergent Phenomenon:

List, Christian. (2014). ‘Free Will, Determinism, and the Possibility of Doing Otherwise’. No(s
48: 156-178.** (Focus on this if you are comfortable with extensive formalism).

Elzein, Nadine., and Pernu, Tuomas K. (2017) ‘Supervenient Freedom and the Free Will
Deadlock’. Disputatio. 45, 219-243.* (Read this and skip the List paper if you are really not
comfortable with extensive formalism).

Wright, John Daniel. (Forthcoming) ‘Compatibilist Libertarianism: Why It Talks Past the
Traditional Free Will Problem and Determinism is Still a Worry'. European Journal of Analytic
Philosophy.

Ismael, Jennan T. (2016). How Physics Makes us Free, Ch. 5. ‘How can | be Free if my
Actions are Caused by Things Outside of my Control?’, pp. 113-138.

Menges, Leonhard. (2021) ‘Free Will, Determinism, and the Right Levels of Description’,
Philosophical Explorations.

Gebharter, Alexander. (2020) ‘Free Will as a Higher-Level Phenomenon?’ Thought: A

Journal of Philosophy, 9 (3):177-187.
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Reading Week
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Haji, Ishtiyaque. (2002) Deontic Morality and Control, Cambridge University Press, ‘Part
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Lockie, Robert. (2018) Free Will and Epistemology: A Defence of the Transcendental
Argument for Freedom. Bloomsbury, Chs. 6-9, pp. 131-218.*

Elzein, Nadine. (2021) ‘Determinism, ‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’ and Moral Obligation’. Dialectica.
74 (1), p. 35-62.*

Elzein, Nadine. & Pernu, Tuomas K. (2019) ‘To be Able to, or to be Able Not to? That is the
Question. A Problem for the Transcendental Argument for Free Will'. European Journal of
Analytic Philosophy, 15(2), pp. 13-32.

Jeppsson, Sofia. ‘Reasons, Determinism and the Ability to do otherwise’. Ethical Theory and
Moral Practice. 19(5): 1225-40, 2016.

Week 7: Indeterminism and Luck Problems:

Levy, Neil. (2008) Bad Luck Once Again. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research,
77(3): 749-754.**

Kane, Robert. (1999), ‘Responsibility, Luck and Chance: Reflections on Free Will and
Indeterminism’, Journal of Philosophy, 96: 217-40.*

Franklin, Christopher. E. (2011). Farewell to the luck (and Mind) argument. Philosophical



Studies, 156(2): 199-230.

* Lemos, John. (2011), ‘Wanting, Willing, Trying and Kane's Theory of Free Will". Dialectica,
65: 31-48.

* Elzein, Nadine. (2021) ‘Indeterministic Decision-Making Processes and the Enhancement
Problem’, Erkenntnis. p. 1-20.

» Almeida, Michael, and Bernstein, Mark. (2003) ‘Lucky libertarianism’. Philosophical Studies,
113(2): 93-119.

» Elzein, Nadine. (2019). ‘The Demand for Contrastive Explanations’. Philosophical Studies,
176(5), 1325-1339.

Week 8: Reactive Attitudes and Blame:

» Strawson, Peter F. (1962) ‘Freedom and Resentment’, Proceedings of the British Academy
48:187-211. Also in his Freedom and Resentment and Other Essays (Routledge: 2008), pp.
1-28.**

» Watson, Gary. (1987) ‘Responsibility and the Limits of Evil: Variations on a Strawsonian
Theme”. In Responsibility, Character, and the Emotions (Cambridge University Press: 1987)
edited by Ferdinand Shoeman, pp. 256-86. Also in his book Agency and Answerability:
Selected Essays (Oxford University Press: 2004), pp. 219-59.*

» Pereboom, Derk. (2009) ‘Free Will, Love, and Anger’. Ideas y Valores, (141): pp. 169-189. *

» Mackenzie, Catriona. (2021) ‘Culpability, Blame, and the Moral Dynamics of Social Power.’
Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume. 95(1): pp. 163-182.

» Alvarez, Maria. (2021) ‘P. F. Strawson, Moral Theories and ‘The Problem of Blame’:
‘Freedom and Resentment’ Revisited’, Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume, 95(1):
pp. 183-203.

» Shabo, Seth. (2012) ‘Where Love and Resentment Meet: Strawson's Intrapersonal Defense
of Compatibilism’. The Philosophical Review, 121 (1): pp. 95-124.

Week 9: Punishment and Retribution:

» Caruso, Gregg D. (2017). ‘Public Health and Safety: The Social Determinants of Health and
Criminal Behavior’. UK: ResearchLinks Books.**

* Honderich, Ted. (2014) Punishment: The Supposed Justifications Revisited, Pluto Press. Ch.
2 Backward Looking Theories, and Ch. 3. Grievance Satisfaction, pp. 58-111.*

» Dauvis, Angela Y. Are Prisons Obsolete? Seven Stories Press.

* Morris, Herbert. (1968). Persons and punishment. The monist, 475-501.

» KoOnigs, Peter. (2013) ‘The Expressivist Account of Punishment, Retribution, and the
Emotions’. Ethicical Theory and Moral Practice 16: pp. 1029-1047.

» Tadros, Victor. (2017) ‘Doing Without Desert’. Criminal Law and Philosophy. 11: pp.
605-616.

» Pereboom, Derk. (2020) ‘Incapacitation, Reintegration, and Limited General Deterrence’.
Neuroethics 13: pp. 87-97.

» Elzein, Nadine. (2021) ‘Deterrence and Self-Defence’, The Monist, 104: pp. 526-539.

Week 10: Neuroscience, ‘Willusionist’ Arguments & Moral Responsibility:

» Soon, Chun Siong, Marcel Brass, Hans-Jochen Heinze, and John-Dylan Haynes. (2008).
‘Unconscious Determinants of Free Decisions in the Human Brain’. Nature Neuroscience 11:



543-545 . **

* Nahmias, Eddy. (2010). ‘Scientific Challenges to Free Will'. In A Companion to the
Philosophy of Action. O’Connor & Sandis (eds.) Wiley—Blackwell.**

» Greene, Joshua., & Cohen, Jonathan. (2004). ‘For the Law, Neuroscience Changes Nothing
and Everything’. Philosophical transactions of the Royal Society of London. Series B,
Biological sciences, 359(1451), 1775-1785. *

» Baumeister, Roy F., E.J. Masicampo, and Kathleen D. Vohs. 2011. ‘Do Conscious Thoughts
Cause Behavior?’ Annual Review of Psychology. 62 (1): pp. 331-361.

» Walter, Sven. 2014. Willusionism, epiphenomenalism, and the feeling of conscious will.
Synthese, 191: 2215-2238.

* Wegner, Daniel M. 2004. Précis of The Illusion of Conscious Will. Behavioral and Brain
Sciences 27: 649—-659.

* Pernu, Tuomas K and Elzein, Nadine. (2020) ‘From Neuroscience to Law: Bridging the Gap'.
Frontiers in Psychology. 11:1862.

» Elzein Nadine. (2020) ‘Free Will & Empirical Arguments for Epiphenomenalism’. In: Réna P.,
Zsolnai L. (eds) Agency and Causal Explanation in Economics. Virtues and Economics
Series, vol 5. Springer, Cham.

View reading list on Talis Aspire

Research element

The student will be expected to write essays, which will usually include some of their own
research.

Interdisciplinary

While the key topics fall squarely within philosophy, elements of this course will also require
engaging with work in psychology and jurisprudence, and much of the discussion borders on other
fields.

Subject specific skills

A comprehensive understanding of relevant theories and literature.

An ability to navigate arguments and theories relating to freedom and moral responsibility.
An ability to engage with relevant literature and to structure and formulate independent
discussions.

Transferable skills

Reading and comprehension of difficult and complex texts and ideas.

Time management.

Coherently organising and structuring thoughts and arguments.

Research and scholarship skills.

Communicating ideas and arguments effectively both verbally and in written work.
Skills of logical reasoning and analysis.
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Study

Study time

Type Required

Lectures 18 sessions of 1 hour (12%)
Seminars 8 sessions of 1 hour (5%)
Private study 124 hours (83%)

Total 150 hours

Private study description

The students will be required to do essential reading in preparation of the seminars and to
complete essays as coursework for the project.

Costs

No further costs have been identified for this module.

Assessment

You must pass all assessment components to pass the module.

Assessment group A

Weighting Study time
Short Essay Assessment 20%
1000 word essay
Long Essay Assessment 80%

2500 word essay

Feedback on assessment

Feedback would be provided via Tabula as is standard.

Availability

Courses



This module is Optional for:

UPHA-L1CA Undergraduate Economics, Psychology and Philosophy
o Year 2 of LICA Economics, Psychology and Philosophy
o Year 2 of LLCC Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Behavioural Economics
Pathway)
> Year 2 of LLCD Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Economics with Philosophy
Pathway)
o Year 2 of LICE Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Philosophy and Psychology
Pathway)
> Year 3 of LICA Economics, Psychology and Philosophy
> Year 3 of LLCC Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Behavioural Economics
Pathway)
o Year 3 of LICD Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Economics with Philosophy
Pathway)
> Year 3 of LICE Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Philosophy and Psychology
Pathway)
UPHA-L1CB Undergraduate Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (with Intercalated
Year)
o Year 4 of LLCG Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Behavioural Economics
Pathway) (with Intercalated Year)
> Year 4 of LLCH Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Economics with Philosophy
Pathway) (with Intercalated Year)
o Year 4 of L1CJ Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (Philosophy and Psychology
Pathway) (with Intercalated Year)
> Year 4 of L1CB Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (with Intercalated Year)
> Year 4 of L1CB Economics, Psychology and Philosophy (with Intercalated Year)
UPHA-V700 Undergraduate Philosophy
o Year 2 of V700 Philosophy
o Year 2 of V700 Philosophy
> Year 3 of V700 Philosophy
> Year 3 of V700 Philosophy
Year 4 of UPHA-V701 Undergraduate Philosophy (wiith Intercalated year)
Year 4 of UPHA-V702 Undergraduate Philosophy (with Work Placement)
UPHA-V7ML Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics
o Year 2 of V7ML Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite)
o Year 2 of V7ML Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite)
o Year 2 of V7ML Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite)
UPHA-V7MW Undergraduate Politics, Philosophy and Law
> Year 2 of VIMW Politics, Philosophy and Law
o Year 2 of V7MW Paolitics, Philosophy and Law
o Year 3 of V7MW Paolitics, Philosophy and Law
> Year 3 of VIMW Politics, Philosophy and Law
Year 4 of UPHA-V7MX Undergraduate Politics, Philosophy and Law (with Intercalated Year)

This module is Core option list A for:

UMAA-GV17 Undergraduate Mathematics and Philosophy



o Year 3 of GV17 Mathematics and Philosophy
o Year 3 of GV17 Mathematics and Philosophy
> Year 3 of GV17 Mathematics and Philosophy
* Year 3 of UMAA-GV19 Undergraduate Mathematics and Philosophy with Specialism in Logic
and Foundations

This module is Core option list B for:

* UMAA-GV17 Undergraduate Mathematics and Philosophy
> Year 2 of GV17 Mathematics and Philosophy
o Year 2 of GV17 Mathematics and Philosophy
o Year 2 of GV17 Mathematics and Philosophy
* Year 2 of UMAA-GV19 Undergraduate Mathematics and Philosophy with Specialism in Logic
and Foundations

This module is Core option list C for:

* Year 4 of UMAA-GV19 Undergraduate Mathematics and Philosophy with Specialism in Logic
and Foundations

This module is Core option list F for:

*» UMAA-GV18 Undergraduate Mathematics and Philosophy with Intercalated Year
> Year 4 of GV18 Mathematics and Philosophy with Intercalated Year
o Year 4 of GV18 Mathematics and Philosophy with Intercalated Year

This module is Option list A for:

* UPHA-VL78 BA in Philosophy with Psychology
o Year 2 of VL78 Philosophy with Psychology
> Year 3 of VL78 Philosophy with Psychology

This module is Option list B for:

» UPHA-VQ72 Undergraduate Philosophy and Literature

o Year 2 of VQ72 Philosophy and Literature

o Year 3 of VQ72 Philosophy and Literature
* Year 2 of UPHA-VQ52 Undergraduate Philosophy, Literature and Classics
* UPHA-V7ML Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics

o Year 2 of V7MP Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite)

> Year 2 of V7IMP Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite)

This module is Option list C for:

« UPHA-V7ML Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics
o Year 3 of V7MP Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite)
o Year 3 of V7MP Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite)
> Year 3 of V7ML Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite)
o Year 3 of V7ML Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite)



> Year 3 of V7ML Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite)
* UPHA-V7MM Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics (with Intercalated year)

> Year 4 of VIMS Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite with Economics Major)
(with Intercalated Year)

> Year 4 of V7MS Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite with Economics Major)
(with Intercalated Year)

o Year 4 of V7IMQ Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite) with Intercalated Year

o Year 4 of V7IMM Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite) (with Intercalated year)

This module is Option list D for:

* UHIA-V1V5 Undergraduate History and Philosophy
> Year 2 of V1V5 History and Philosophy
o Year 3 of V1V5 History and Philosophy
Year 4 of UHIA-V1V6 Undergraduate History and Philosophy (with Year Abroad)
Year 2 of UHIA-V1V7 Undergraduate History and Philosophy (with a term in Venice)
UPHA-V7ML Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics
> Year 2 of V7IMR Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite with Economics Major)
o Year 3 of V7MR Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite with Economics Major)



