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Indeterminism and Control: An Approach to the Problem of Luck

I. The Dilemma of Determinism
William James' famous "Dilemma of Determinism" can be formulated as follows:

1. Either causal determinism is true, or it is false.

2. If causal determinism is true, then I have to act as I do, and thus I am not morally responsible for my actions.

3. If causal determinism is false (in a relevant way), then how I act is a matter of luck, and thus I am not morally responsible for my actions.

Therefore,

4. I am not morally responsible for my actions.

Alternatively, the dilemma could be put as follows:

1. Either causal determinism is true, or it is false.

2*. If causal determinism is true, then I cannot do otherwise, and thus I am not morally responsible for my actions.

3*. If causal determinism is false (in a relevant way, i.e., in the sequences leading to my behavior), then my actions are not appropriately connected to my prior states (that is, "my actions" are not in a genuine sense my actions), and thus I am not morally responsible for my actions.

Therefore,

4. I am not morally responsible for my actions.

The picture behind the Dilemma of Determinism might be thought to be roughly this.  To be morally responsible, I must be in control of my behavior.  But there are at least two components of the relevant kind of control (or perhaps at least two requirements for such control).  First, in order to be in control, it must not be the case that I have to do what I actually do; that is, I must have freedom to choose and to do otherwise.  Second, the action must be an "outflowing" of me--it must be genuinely my action in some important sense.
  

When I am in control of my behavior, in the way required for moral responsibility, I select from among various genuinely open paths into the future through my free choice.  Again, there are at least two crucial ideas here: I must select from among various open alternatives, and I must select.  As the two formulations of the Dilemma of Determinism indicate, causal determinism would seem to challenge (at least) the notion that I select from among various genuinely open paths into the future, and indeterminism appears to challenge the idea that it is genuinely I who selects (or, perhaps, makes a difference).
In this paper I shall focus primarily on the "indeterministic horn", that is, premises (3) and (3*).  But I shall begin by considering the "deterministic horn", (premises [2] and [2*]).  The proper analysis of the deterministic horn will be illuminating with respect to the indeterministic horn.  I shall argue that neither the second premises of the parallel arguments nor the third premises are true, and thus the argument is unsound for two separate reasons.  I shall further argue that similar considerations help to establish the failure of both the deterministic and indeterministic horns of the dilemma.  Not only are the worries similar at a deep level, but the appropriate replies are also based on similar insights.

2. The Deterministic Horn

2.1. The Argument for the Second Premise.  Why exactly does it follow from causal determinism that an agent does not have freedom to do otherwise?  And why would it follow from an agent's lacking freedom to do otherwise that he is not morally responsible for his actions?  

There are various ways to seek to establish that causal determinism implies that we never have the freedom to do other than we actually do.  Perhaps the most salient such argument has been dubbed the "Consequence Argument" by Peter Van Inwagen.
  The argument gets its name from the fact that, under causal determinism, every choice and action is the consequence of the past together with the laws of nature.  More specifically, if causal determinism is true, every choice and action is the result of a causally deterministic casual sequence.  The argument has it that if this is so, we don't ever have a choice about what we do; that is, if causal determinism is true, we never have it in our power to do otherwise than we actually do.  As Van Inwagen puts it:

If determinism is true, then our acts are the consequences of the laws of nature and events in the remote past.  But it is not up to us what went on before we were born, and neither is it up to us what the laws of nature are.  Therefore, the consequence of these things (including our present acts) are not up to us.

Van Inwagen (and others) have given various more formal versions of this intuitive argument.
  Here is a still-quite-informal presentation of the bare bones of the argument.  Suppose that causal determinism is true.  Given a standard definition of causal determinism, it follows that my current choice to raise my coffee cup (caffeinated, fortunately) is entailed by true propositions about the past and laws of nature.  Thus, if I were free (just prior to my actual choice to pick up my coffee cup) to choose (say) to listen to my wife's admonition to drink less coffee and to refrain from picking up the cup, then I must have been free so to act that the past would have been different or the natural laws would have been different.  But intuitively the past is "fixed" and out of my control and so are the natural laws.  Thus, I cannot now do anything that is such that, if I were to do it, the past would have been different (say, the Spanish Armada never would have been defeated or Napolean would have been victorious at Waterloo).  Similarly, I cannot ever so act that the natural laws would be different (say, some things would travel faster than the speed of light).  It appears to follow that, despite the natural impression I have that I am sometimes genuinely free to choose and do otherwise, it turns out that I cannot choose to refrain from picking up the coffee cup [although I won't try that line on my wife] and indeed I am never free to choose and do otherwise, on the assumption of causal determinism.

The Consequence Argument is a "skeptical argument" that challenges our commonsense view that we are often free to do otherwise.   As with other skeptical arguments, it gets its bite from intuitively plausible ingredients, such as the idea that the past and natural laws are fixed and out of our control.  Of course, one needs to be considerably more careful in developing a definition of causal determinism and in specifying the relevant senses in which the past and natural laws are indeed fixed; but I am confident that the intuitive ideas can be crystallized in such a way as to yield a powerful and highly plausible argument for the incompatibility of causal determinism and freedom to do otherwise.  If the Consequence Argument is indeed sound, and if moral responsibility requires freedom to do otherwise, then it would follow that the premises that present the Deterministic Horn of the Dilemma of Determinisms (2) and (2*) are true.

II.2. A Reply to the Argument for the Second Premise.  As developed above, there are two steps in the argument for premises (2) and (2*).  First, the Consequence Argument seeks to establish that if causal determinism is true, then I cannot choose and do otherwise.  Second, the "Principle of Alternative Possibilities" (PAP) is invoked, according to which moral responsibility requires precisely the freedom to choose and do otherwise.
  Each step of the argument can be called into question.

Some philosophers have rejected the Consequence Argument.  Philosophers such as Keith Lehrer, Terence Horgan, and John Perry have denied that the past is fixed in any sense strong enough to yield the incompatibilistic result.
  They are willing to say that the past is fixed in one sense; that is, no one can initiate a causal chain extending into--and altering--the past.  But they are quick to point out that this point, in itself, does not yield a result strong enough to yield incompatibilism via the Consequence Argument.  What would be strong enough is the contention that no one can ever so act that the past would have been different from what it actually was; and this, they say, is simply not true.  One might think it true by not distinguishing it from the uncontroversial sense in which the past is fixed.

Other philosophers, such as David Lewis, have rejected the fixity of the natural laws.
  (Actually, David Lewis would reject both the fixity of the past and the natural laws.)  Lewis is willing to say that the natural laws are fixed in one sense; as he puts it, we are not free to violate a natural law.  But it does not follow that we are never free so to act that some proposition expressing a natural law would not have expressed a natural law.  Lewis argues that the uncontroversial truth is not enough to support the Consequence Argument, and the contention that would be enough is false.

These debates are highly contentious, and I have argued that they end up in what I have called "Dialectical Stalemates".
  I prefer to address the second step of the argument for premises (2) and (2*).  That is, although it is useful to note that the Consequence Argument is not entirely persuasive, I find it more appealing to attack the contention that moral responsibility requires freedom to choose and do otherwise (PAP).

Again, there are various routes to a rejection of (PAP).  I have focused primarily on the so-called "Frankfurt-style" counterexamples to (PAP)--examples that were originally introduced in contemporary philosophy by Harry Frankfurt and that purport to impugn (PAP).
  Here is an updated version of a Frankfurt example:

Because Black dares to hope that the Democrats finally have a good chance of winning the White House, the benevolent but elderly neurosurgeon, Black, has come out of retirement to participate in yet another philosophical example.
 (After all, what would these thought-experiments be without the venerable eminence gris—or should it be noir?)   He has secretly inserted a chip in Jones’s brain which enables Black to monitor and control Jones’s activities.  Black can exercise this control through a sophisticated computer which he has programmed so that, among other things, it monitors Jones’s voting behavior.  If Jones were to show any inclination to vote for McCain (or, let us say, anyone other than Obama), then the computer, through the chip in Jones’s brain, would intervene to assure that he actually decides to vote for Obama and does so vote.  But if Jones decides on his own to vote for Obama (as Black, the old progressive would prefer), the computer does nothing but continue to monitor—without affecting—the goings-on in Jones’s head.

   Now suppose that Jones decides to vote for Obama on his own, just as he would have if Black had not inserted the chip in his head.  It seems, upon first thinking about this case, that Jones can be held morally responsible for this choice and act of voting for Obama, although he could not have chosen otherwise and he could not have done otherwise.

Notoriously (in some quarters), there has been much discussion of the Frankfurt-style examples and their implications in the years subsequent to the publication of Frankfurt's (1969) paper, "Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility."  I certainly will not go into the details here.  For my purposes here it is enough to distill a few (admittedly controversial) lessons.  First, it seems to me that Black's presence (as described in the example), perhaps together with other features, makes it the case that Jones cannot choose or do other than he actually does.  Further, it seems to me that Black's presence (in the context of those other features) is irrelevant to Jones's moral responsibility.  Both of these contentions would need to be defended, and, perhaps, qualified.
  But for the purposes of this paper, I will take them as working hypotheses.  

It might be helpful to have before us Frankfurt's statements on behalf of the contention that Black's presence is irrelevant to Jones's moral responsibility:

   The fact that a person could not have avoided doing something is a sufficient condition of his having done it.  But, as some of my examples show, this fact may play no role whatever in the explanation of why he did it.  It may not figure at all among the circumstances that actually brought it about that he did what he did, so that his action is to be accounted for on another basis entirely.  … Now if someone had no alternative to performing a certain action but did not perform it because he was unable to do otherwise, then he would have performed exactly the same action even if he could have done otherwise.  The circumstances that made it impossible for him to do otherwise could have been subtracted from the situation without affecting what happened or why it happened in any way.  Whatever it was that actually led the person to do what he did, or that made him do it, would have led him to do it or made him do it even if it had been possible for him to do something else instead.   … When a fact is in this way irrelevant to the problem of accounting for a person's action it seems quite gratuitous to assign it any weight in the assessment of his moral responsibility.

Although I recognize that further argumentation would be required to convince skeptics, I agree with Frankfurt's intuition that it would be "quite gratuitous" to assign any weight to Black's presence in assessing Jones's moral responsibility.  After all, Black did not play any role in the "actual sequence"--the actual causal pathway to Jones's choice and action; Black’s device, although present, is untriggered.   I think that the Frankfurt-style examples help to provide motivation for an "actual-sequence" approach to moral responsibility, according to which moral responsibility attributions depend on (possibly dispositional or modal) features of the actual sequence, rather than on the availability of genuinely open alternative possibilities. The mere presence of certain sorts of untriggered ensurers (such as Black’s device) rules out alternative possibilities without in any way affecting the actual sequence that issues in the relevant behavior. In my view, this is the fundamental reason to reject the deterministic horn of the dilemma, as expressed by premises (2) and (2*).  Of course, there might well be other reasons (not captured in these premises) to suppose that causal determinism rules out moral responsibility; here I am focusing primarily upon the specific reasons featured in the premises of the Dilemma of Determinism as presented above.

III. The Indeterministic Horn

III.1. The Argument for the Third Premise.  Above I suggested that the intuitive idea of control that underwrites moral responsibility requires that an agent selects from among genuinely open alternatives and thereby makes a difference through his free choice (and action).  The Consequence Argument calls into question whether an agent can select from among open alternatives, if causal determinism is true.  But if causal determinism is false (in the relevant way), an interestingly similar argument--The Rollback Argument--calls into question whether it is the agent who makes the difference.  In order to have the requisite control, the choices and actions must flow from the agent in the right way--it must be genuinely the agent's action.  And, as suggested above, in order for the choice and action to be genuinely the agent's, they must be suitably related to the agent's prior mental states.  If it is purely a matter of chance or luck that an individual chooses as he does, then the choice in question would not appear to be related to the agent's prior mental states--including his desires, beliefs, intentions, and acceptances of values--in the right way.  And, according to the Rollback Argument, if causal indeterminism is true, then an agent's choices are--in a sense to be specified--purely a matter of luck.  Thus, the Consequence Argument and the Rollback Argument play parallel roles in purporting to support the second and third premises.

More specifically, the Rollback Argument seeks to explain precisely why it would follow from causal indeterminism (in the relevant places) that the choices and actions would not be an outflowing of the agent in the required sense; that is, it seeks to pinpoint the reason why, if indeterminism were to obtain, the required relationship between the agent's prior mental states and his choice (and action) would not be present.  For ease of discussion, let us call this relationship, the "responsibility-grounding relationship."

Peter Van Inwagen gives a particularly clear presentation of the Rollback Argument, and thus I ask the reader's patience with the following lengthy quotation:

Let us suppose undetermined free acts occur.  Suppose, for example, that in some difficult situation Alice was faced with a choice between lying and telling the truth and that she freely chose to tell the truth --or, what is the same thing, she seriously considered telling the truth, seriously considered lying, told the truth, and was able to tell the lie she had been contemplating.  And let us suppose that … Alice's telling the truth, being a free act, was therefore undetermined.  Now suppose that immediately after Alice told the truth, God caused the universe to revert to precisely its state one minute before Alice told the truth (let us call the first moment the universe was in this state 't1' and the second moment the universe was in this state 't2' and then let things go forward again.  What would have happened the second time?  What would have happened after t2?  Would she have lied or would she have told the truth?  Since Alice's 'original' decision, her decision to tell the truth, was undetermined--since it was undetermined whether she would lie or tell the truth--her 'second' decision would also be undetermined, and this question can therefore have no answer; or it can have no answer but, 'Well, although she would either have told the truth or lied, it's not the case that she would have told the truth and it's not the case that she would have lied; lying is not what she would have done and telling the truth is not what she would have done.  One can say only that she might have lied and she might have told the truth.'

   Now let us suppose that God a thousand times caused the universe to revert to exactly the state it was in at t1 (and let us suppose that we are somehow suitably placed, metaphysically speaking, to observe the whole sequence of 'replays').  What would have happened?  What should we expect to observe?  Well, again, we can't say what would have happened, but we can say what would probably have happened: sometimes Alice would have lied and sometimes she would have told the truth.  As the number of 'replays' increases, we observers shall--almost certainly--observe the ratio of the outcome 'truth' to the outcome 'lie' settling down to, converging on, some value.  … [L]et us imagine the simplest case: we observe that Alice tells the truth in about half the replays and lies in about half the replays.  If, after 100 replays, Alice has told the truth 53 times and has lied 48 times, we'd begin strongly to suspect that the figures after a 1,000 replays would look something like this: Alice has told the truth 493 times and has lied 508 times.    Let us suppose that these are indeed the figures after 1,000 replays.  Is it not true that as we watch the number of replays increase, we shall become convinced that what will happen on the next reply is a matter of chance?

Van Inwagen goes on to state that our inclination to say that what will happen on the "next replay" is a matter of chance will not be different, if we change the probabilities that Alice will tell the truth (as long as this objective probability is under 100%).  Van Inwagen adds, "Nothing we could possibly learn, nothing God knows, it would seem, should lead us to distrust our initial inclination to say that the outcome of the next replay will be a matter of chance."
  Van Inwagen goes on to conclude from the fact that the action is a matter of chance that Alice lacked a kind of dual ability: the ability to tell the truth and the ability to lie.  It might be said that Alice lacked the ability to guarantee (in advance) which action would occur, where this ability included the  power to guarantee either that she would lie or that she would not lie.

It should be noted that Van Inwagen himself does not accept that the Rollback Argument decisively shows that indeterminism implies that the responsibility-grounding relationship fails to hold (and thus that Premises [3] and [3*] are true).  Rather, he thinks that the Rollback Argument presents a significant challenge to the coherence of libertarianism--a challenge that he thinks can be met.  Van Inwagen does not see how the challenge can be met, so he must accept what he calls the "puzzling" view that indeterminism does not rule out the responsibility-grounding relationship, rather than the "inconceivable" view that causal determinism is compatible with freedom to do otherwise.  Van Inwagen famously says, "I must choose between the puzzling and the inconceivable.  I choose the puzzling."
  In the discussion in the previous section of this paper, I sought to call into question the contention that the compatibility of causal determinism and certain notions of freedom and moral responsibility is inconceivable.  In the following I shall seek to diminish at least some of Van Inwagen's puzzlement.

It is interesting to note that, not only do the Consequence Argument and the Rollback Argument play similar roles in putatively supporting the relevant premises in the Dilemma of Determinism, but they can be seen to share an abstract form.  The problem raised by the Consequence Argument is that if one were to roll back the universe to the relevant prior instant a thousand (or a million or…) times, the agent would always make the same choice.  This calls into question the notion that the agent has the power to select from among more than one path that are genuinely available to him.  And, as we have seen above, the problem raised by the Rollback Argument is that if one were to roll back the universe to the relevant prior instant a thousand (or a million or…) times, the agent would not always make the same choice.  This calls into question the notion that the agent has it in his power to make the relevant selection; that is, it calls into question whether the responsibility-grounding relationship obtains.  The Rollback and Consequence Arguments can thus be seen to share a common structure; but they are, as it were, "inverses" or mirror-images of each other.  And, of course, they target different aspects of the basic idea that when I am morally responsible, it is I who select from among various open options.
 
III.2. Critique of the Argument for the Third Premise.  Recall the (reformulated) third premise of the Dilemma of Determinism:

3*. If causal determinism is false (in a relevant way, i.e., in the sequences leading to my behavior), then my actions are not appropriately connected to my prior states (that is, "my actions" are not in a genuine sense my actions), and thus I am not morally responsible for my actions.

Note that the Rollback Argument is supposed to establish that (or give a reason for) the contention that if causal determinism is false, then my actions are not appropriately connected to my prior states; that is, the Rollback Argument is supposed to show exactly why the responsibility-grounding relationship would not obtain, if causal determinism were false.

I now wish to call into question the efficacy of the Rollback Argument in establishing that causal indeterminism rules out the responsibility-grounding relationship. (After my discussion of the Rollback Argument, I shall go on to show how my critique can be generalized to various other plausible ways of defending the third premise.) Imagine a causally deterministic world W1 in which everything goes as it is supposed to in the sequence issuing in a given human choice and action.  That is, suppose causal determinism obtains and Jones chooses (for his own reasons, in the “ordinary way”) at t2 to raise his hand at t3, and Jones does in fact raise his hand at t3.  Imagine, further, that whatever is required for the responsibility-grounding relationship between prior states of Jones and his choice at t2 to raise his hand at t3 is present; that is, let us say that the requisite glue that connects the agent’s prior states with his choice at t2 is present.  I am not sure exactly what this glue consists in; that is, I am not exactly sure what is required for the responsibility-grounding relationship.  But we can suppose that in W1 it--whatever it is--obtains in the case of Jones’s choice at t2 to raise his hand at t3.
  (Of course, it is not enough for Jones’s freely choosing at t2 to raise his hand at t3 that this glue be present; but at least we cannot say in W1 that Jones does not freely choose at t2 to raise his cup at t3 because the glue is absent.)

Now imagine another possible world W2 in which everything is the same as W1 in respect of the way the causal sequence that actually leads to Jones’s choice at t2 to raise his hand at t3 (everything, that is, apart from causal determination).  In W2, as in W1, Jones chooses for his own reasons, in the “normal way”, at t2 to raise his hand at t3 (and Jones does indeed raise his hand at t3).  In general, whatever exactly it is that makes it the case that the responsibility-grounding relationship is present in the actual sequence flowing through Jones to his choice at t2 (and action at t3)--everything, that is, apart from causal determination--is also present in the sequence that takes place in W2. 

But now we add that there is a genuinely random machine in W2, but not in W1.  Let’s say that Jones begins his deliberations at t1 about whether to raise his hand; his last moment of deliberation is t1.9 and he makes his choice at t2.  The random machine “operates” in W2 between times t1 and t2. (By "operating" I simply mean that the machine goes through a series of internal states culminating in either M1 or some other state at t1.9.)  For our purposes, we can focus on state M1.  That is, if the machine is in state M1 at t1.9,  there are two possibilities, each with a fifty percent objective probability attached to it.  The first possibility is that the machine does nothing—it “goes to sleep”, as it were, and does not trigger any causal interaction with the world (including Jones).  The second possibility is that it will initiate a causal sequence that would preempt Jones’s choice at t2 to raise his hand at t3.  That is, on the second possibility,  the machine would trigger a causal sequence that would terminate in (say) a direct electronic stimulation of Jones’s brain sufficient to ensure that Jones chooses at t2 to refrain from raising his hand at t3.   It is assumed that the process involving the machine in W2 is genuinely random (whatever is required for genuine randomness).  Further, let us suppose that, as things actually go in W2, the machine’s state at t1.9 is indeed  M1, and, further,  the machine simply “goes to sleep” and never triggers any causal interference in the sequence flowing through Jones to his choice at t2 to raise his hand at t3.  (That is, the machine is in M1 at t1.9 and the first possibility is realized--no intervention in the causal sequence flowing through Jones.)

In both worlds W1 and W2, Jones chooses and does exactly the same thing (type-identical choices and actions), as a result of relevantly similar processes.  More specifically, we have assumed that the causal process linking Jones’s prior states and his choice is the same in relevant respects in both worlds; thus, if the requisite glue connecting the prior states with the choice obtains in W1, it also obtains in W2.  Presumably, the mere existence and operation of the machine in W2 should not in any way threaten these claims about the responsibility-grounding relationship.  How could the mere existence of such a machine affect the responsibility-grounding relationship, given that the machine does not causally interact with the sequence flowing through Jones and issuing in the choice at t2?
  Indeed, it should be intuitively obvious that the mere existence and operation of the machine in W2 is irrelevant to whatever it is that makes it the case that the responsibility-grounding relationship obtains in the sequence flowing through Jones.

Notice, however, that W2 is causally indeterministic during the relevant interval.  Indeed, W2 is causally indeterministic in the relationship between the prior states of Jones at t1.9 and Jones’s choice at t2; after all, Jones’s actual deliberations could have been pre-empted by a causal sequence that was not in fact triggered in W2.  So we could obviously run the Rollback Argument with respect to W2: if we were to roll back the universe to t1.9  and allow it to go forward a thousand times, then in say 467 “replays” Jones will choose at t2 to raise his hand at t3, and in say 533 replays Jones will be caused to choose at t2 to refrain from raising his hand at t3.  The Rollback Argument clearly “applies” to the conditions of W2, as W2 is explicitly an indeterministic world.

  But the key point is that intuitively it is obvious, as I claimed above, that the mere existence and operation of the machine in W2 cannot in itself show that the requisite glue is not present in W2—it cannot show that whatever underwrites the responsibility-grounding relationship is missing. (Recall, again, that the machine's "operating" refers simply to its going through a sequence of internal states; it does not imply the triggering of its capacity to initiate a preempting sequence.)  Perhaps my point could be put as follows.  Whatever underlies the responsibility-grounding relationship—whatever constitutes the relevant glue that binds together the prior states of the agent with his choice—is a matter that is intrinsic (in some sense) to the relevant causal sequence.    It is a matter of the way the prior states of the agent lead to the choice in question, and this cannot be affected by the mere presence of something (such as the random machine in W2) that plays no role in the causal sequence flowing through the agent.  And if this is correct, then the mere fact that the Rollback Argument can successfully be run cannot in itself show that the responsibility-grounding relationship is not present.  After all, in W2 the responsibility-grounding relationship is indeed present; it is present to the same extent that it is present in W1.  Yet we can run the Rollback Argument relative to the conditions present in W2.

In a nutshell, then, my argument is as follows.  Let's suppose, what is not implausible, that we have some sufficiently determinate intuitive notion of "the way a causal sequence goes," where this notion abstracts away from whether causal determinism obtains or not.  We now suppose that in W1 the actual causal sequence goes in the "normal" way typically thought to ground attributions of moral responsibility, apart from considerations pertinent to causal determination.  Now add to W1 that causal determinism does in fact obtain. It should be widely accepted that, whatever the requisite glue (the responsibility-grounding relationship) is, it obtains in W1.  Given that the responsibility-grounding relationship is present in W1 and intuitively cannot be expunged simply because of the existence of the genuinely random machine in W2, it also is present in  W2.  But we can successfully run the Rollback Argument with respect to the conditions present in W2; indeed, the mere existence of the machine in W2 makes it the case that the relationship between Jones's prior mental states and his choice at t2 is indeterministic (even though "the way the causal sequences go" in W1 and W2, as defined above, is the same). Thus, the mere fact of the application of the Rollback Argument does not show what it is intended to show, namely, that the responsibility-grounding relationship is absent.  So the application of the Rollback Argument cannot be the reason why causal indeterminism threatens the responsibility grounding relationship—threatens to make us come unglued, as it were.

Above I noted that the Consequence Argument and the Rollback Argument have the same abstract structure.  It is interesting to notice, also, that the responses to the two threats--the threat from causal determinism and the threat from causal indeterminism-- employ similar ingredients.  

To explain.  Recall that Frankfurt pointed to an important intuition about Black (the counterfactual intervener) in the Frankfurt-cases.  As Frankfurt noted, Black didn’t play any role in how the actual sequence unfolds; as he put it, we could “subtract” Black from the story and everything would proceed in just the same way.  Frankfurt then said, as quoted above, “When a fact is in this way irrelevant to the problem of accounting for a person's action it seems quite gratuitous to assign it any weight in the assessment of his moral responsibility.”  Black is a merely counterfactual intervener; he is, as I described him above, an “untriggered ensurer”.  Frankfurt’s point, and it is an intuitively compelling point, is that a merely counterfactual intervener—an individual or device not actually triggered to have any effect on the causal sequence in question—is irrelevant to an agent’s moral responsibility.

Now the random machine in W2 is also a merely counterfactual intervener.  The random machine in W2 is an untriggered pre-empter.  But both untriggered ensurers (such as Black) and untriggered pre-empters (like the random machine) are equally untriggered; that is, they are merely counterfactual interveners, and, as such, they are plausibly thought to be irrelevant to attributions of moral responsibility.  Thus, just as the Consequence Argument and the Rollback Argument are structurally similar at an abstract level, so are the responses to the threats they underwrite from causal determinism and causal indeterminism; both responses rely on a basic intuition, first formulated by Harry Frankfurt, to the effect that mere counterfactual interventions are irrelevant to ascriptions of moral responsibility.  As I would put it, moral responsibility is a matter of what happens in the actual sequence.

The Rollback Argument is only one way of seeking to support Premise 3 of the Dilemma of Determinism; I have contended that the possibility of certain sorts of untriggered pre-empters shows that the Rollback Argument cannot in fact support Premise 3.  As far as I can tell, various of the most salient ways of attempting to support Premise 3 fall prey to the possibility of untriggered pre-empters (and the associated argumentation).  I turn in the next section to a brief defense of this claim.

IV. Other Arguments for the Third Premise

There is a large literature surrounding the "luck problem".  This problem is, after all, why some compatibilists have claimed that not only is moral responsibility compatible with causal determinism, but moral responsiblility requires causal determinism.
  This is not, however, the direction I would take, because it would imply that our moral responsibility would, as it were, hang on a thread--just as much as it would, if moral responsibility were deemed incompatible with causal determinism.  Rather, I have sketched (in the previous section) a response to the problem of luck--or at least a response to one version of it.  I think the response can be generalized to various other versions of the argument from luck, and it will be helpful simply to consider a few other versions here.

Ishtiyaque Haji has presented what might be called the "ensurance formulation" of the Luck Problem.  The basic idea here is that indeterminism implies that an agent cannot ensure or guarantee, just prior to his choice and action, that she would make that choice and act in that way.  Given this lack of capacity to ensure, it allegedly follows that the agent is not in control of her behavior--some factor outside the agent makes the difference, in the end.  That is, given that (under indeterminism) the agent herself cannot guarantee the outcome, it is only when some external factor is added that the outcome ensues, and thus it is not the agent who makes the difference; she does not control the outcome.  It is, then, a matter of luck whether the agent chooses and acts as she does, rather than choosing and acting in some other way.

Robert Kane also takes it that causal indeterminism entails that agents lack the capacity to ensure or guarantee the behavior in question prior to it.  Kane calls this capacity, "antecedent determining control", and he says that "… the ability to be in, or bring about, conditions such that one can guarantee or determine which of a set of outcomes is going to occur before it occurs, whether the outcomes are one's own actions, the actions of others, or events in the world generally" is something the libertarian agent cannot have.
  

Kane however goes on to say:

No doubt, such 'antecedent determine control' as we might call it, is valuable in many circumstances; and we cannot help but value it by virtue of an evolutionary imperative to seek security and get control of our surroundings.  But it does not follow that because you cannot determine which of a set of outcomes occurs before it occurs, you lack control over which of them occurs, when it occurs.  When the conditions of plural voluntary control are satisfied, agents exercise control over their future lives then and there in a manner that is not antecedently determined by their pasts.

Kane's view, then, is that we do not need antecedent determining control--the capacity to ensure our choices and actions prior to them--in order to exercise a kind of control that would render us morally responsible. My argument in the previous section can be construed as a defense of Kane's position here.  Clearly, there is no reason to suppose that in W1 Jones lacks the power prior to t2 to ensure or guarantee his choice at t2 (and action at t3); but in W2 he does lack this power.  Thus, in W1 he has antecedent determining control, whereas in W2 he lacks it.  But, as argued above, the requisite glue--whatever it is about the relationship between Jones's prior states and his choice at t2 that underwrites the view that he is in control--is present in W2, just as much as in W1.  Thus, the mere fact that an agent lacks antecedent control does not in itself show that he is not in control in the sense required for moral responsibility.  

Alfred Mele has developed another version of the Luck Problem.
  In Christopher Franklin's terminology, this is the "Explanatory Formulation."  As many philosophers have pointed out, it appears that if causal indeterminism obtains, then we cannot give a contrastive explanation of an agent's choices and behavior. (I do not include Mele himself in this group, although he gives a version of what might be called the Explanatory Formulation.)  That is, it seems that we cannot give an explanation of why (say) Jones chooses as he actually does rather than making a different choice.  Given the putative lack of availability of contrastive explanations under indeterminism, many have concluded that agents in causally indeterministic worlds cannot have the sort of control required for moral responsibility; after all, if we cannot even in principle explain why the agent chooses X rather than Y, it does not seem that it is genuinely up to the agent whether to choose X rather than Y.

Mele brings out this sort of worry by considering a goddess Diana who is creating agents who satisfy event-causal libertarianism.  She worries, however, about the luck problem:

Her worry, more specifically, is that if the difference between the actual world, in which one of her agents judges it best to A straightaway and then, at t, decides accordingly, and any possible world with the same past up to t and the same laws of nature and he makes an alternative decision while the judgment persists is just a matter of luck, then he does not freely make that decision in that possible world, W.  Diana suspects that his making that alternative decision rather than deciding in accordance with his best judgment--that is, the difference between W and the actual world--is just a matter of bad luck, or, more precisely, of worse luck in W for the agent than in the actual world.  After all, because the worlds do not diverge before the agent decides, there is no difference in them to account for the difference in decisions.

Mele's contention is the cross-world difference between the actual world and W is just a matter of luck, and thus the existence of luck poses a significant challenge to the agent's being free in either world.   Just as Robert Kane seeks to address the problem of the lack of antecedent determining control, Alfred Mele goes on to address the problem posed by the apparent fact that the relevant cross-world differences are just a matter of luck.

Again, the argument of the previous section shows that the mere lack of the availability of a contrastive explanation (of the relevant kind) does not in itself show that an agent does not possess the sort of control required for moral responsibility.  After all, in W1, but not in W2, it is presumably possible to provide a contrastive explanation of Jones's behavior by reference to states "internal to Jones" in the relevant sense--his motivational states and whatever particular states realize or constitute them.  Similarly, in W2 (but not W1) Mele could run his argument from cross-world differences.  But, as we have seen above, the responsibility-underwriting glue is present in W2, just as much as in W1.  I thus conclude that the mere fact that the relevant cross-world difference are purely a matter of luck does not in itself show that the agent's behavior results from luck in a sense that would rule out his moral responsibility.

Consider the pair of worlds, W2 and W2*.  As we know, in W2 the state of the machine at t1.9 is M1 and the machine "goes to sleep".  Imagine that in W2* the state of the machine at t1.9 is M1, and it swings into action (the other possible result of being in M1).  Nothing else is different about W2 and W2* (up to 1.9).  Thus, Mele's argument applies: if it is sound, one could conclude that the difference between W2 and W2* is just a matter of luck.  But (as above) if the responsibility-underwriting glue is present is W1, it is present in W2.  So, although Mele's argument applies to W2, the glue is nevertheless present in W2.  Mele's argument thus cannot in itself show that there is an insuperable problem (pertaining to luck) with causal indeterminism.
V. Conclusion: An Approach to the Problem of Luck

A traditional conception of moral responsibility has it that in order to be morally responsible, I must make a difference to the unfolding world by selecting one from various genuinely open alternatives.  There are two crucial ideas here.  First, I must have alternative possibilities; I must select from among genuinely available options.  Second, the path taken must be an outflowing of me--it is I who makes a difference by selecting the path.  The two key premises of the Dilemma of Determinism call into question each of these ideas.  The second premise states that if causal determinism is true, then I don't have alternative possibilities, and thus I do not select from among more than one genuinely available path into the future.  The third premise states that if causal determinism is false, then it is not I who makes the selection.

It is interesting that the Consequence Argument (underwriting the second premise) and the Rollback Argument (supporting the second premise) have a similar abstract structure; in both cases we are essentially asked to imagine that the universe is rolled back.  In the case of the Consequence Argument, we note that no matter how many times we allow it to go forward, it will take the same path.  In the case of the Rollback Argument, we note that the universe will not take the same path every time we allow it to go forward.  Both observations can be disturbing.

I have sketched replies to both premises (both horns of the dilemma).  First, I have argued that moral responsibility does not require alternative possibilities.  Here the Frankfurt cases are helpful; they are cases involving counterfactual interveners (such as Black) who are untriggered insurers.  Second, I have argued that indeterminism does not by itself entail the absence of the control required for moral responsibility.  Here the genuinely random machine is helpful; it is a counterfactual intervener that is an untriggered pre-empter.  In both cases it is crucial that we have a counterfactual intervener--an individual or device that is poised to intervene but remains dormant. I have contended that the basic intuition elicited by Harry Frankfurt in his famous challenge to the second premise--that moral responsibility ascriptions are based on the actual sequence and thus mere untriggered devices or causally dormant individuals (counterfactual interveners) are not relevant to ascriptions of moral responsibility--also plays a crucial role in addressing the problem of luck.  This basic intuition, after all, drives my argument that employs the genuinely random machine.

Think of it this way.  Assume (for simplicity's sake) that the counterfactual intervener, Black, in the Frankfurt example makes it the case that Jones cannot do otherwise.  (More carefully, it would be Black together with other factors that would have this implication, but put this aside for now.
)  Frankfurt's point is that insofar as Black's presence is irrelevant to Jones's moral responsibility, it follows that the fact that Jones cannot do otherwise is similarly irrelevant to Jones's moral responsibility.  Now assume (again, for simplicity's sake) that the genuinely random machine makes it the case that the Rollback Argument applies in my example above (and that Jones lacks antecedent determining control, and so forth).  Insofar as the mere presence of the machine is irrelevant to Jones's moral responsibility in the example, it follows that the fact that the Rollback Argument applies (and that Jones lacks antecedent determining control, and so forth) is irrelevant to Jones's moral responsibility.

In previous work, I have urged that we focus like a laser on the "actual sequence" that issues in the behavior in question.  In developing an account of the control that grounds moral responsibility, I have suggested that we prescind from counterfactual interveners, such as Black, and attend to the properties of Jones as manifested in the unfolding actual sequence of events.  In identifying those properties, we pretend that Black does not exist; as it were, we put him in a box.  (As Frankfurt put it, if we were to "subtract Black away", the flow of the actual sequence would be exactly the same.)  Similarly, in evaluating the relationship between indeterminism and control-grounding moral responsibility, we need to have a laser-like focus on the actual-sequence.  And when we "subtract away" the genuinely random machine, we see clearly that the sequence issuing in the relevant behavior in W2 is exactly the same as in W1.  Thus, insofar as the presence of the machine is irrelevant to Jones's responsibility, Jones has exactly the same glue in W2 as in W1.

I have then sketched an approach to the problem of luck.  I do not call it a "solution" to this problem, in part because of a natural conservatism about such claims, but also in part because I do not give an account of the responsibility-underwriting glue. Also, I have not argued that no articulation of the problem of luck can avoid the sort of strategy of response I have sketched.
  It should be noted that my suggestion does not vindicate indeterminism in a context in which the agent has "dual control"--that is, moral-responsibility conferring control in both the actual sequence and the alternative sequence.  Insofar as certain libertarians adopt the dual-control picture, my solution does not in itself provide a full defense against the problem of luck that could be invoked by all libertarians.
   Instead, I have had the more modest project of arguing that if the requisite glue is indeed present in a context of causal determination, then it is also present in certain contexts under causal indeterminism.  It would seem to follow that causal indeterminism per se does not rule it out that we are glued together as morally responsible agents.  That is, the mere possibility of running the Rollback Argument in itself does not threaten moral responsibility.

In defending a compatibilist account of moral responsibility (elsewhere), I have contended that (as any compatibilist must) that not all causally deterministic sequences are created equal.
  That is, I have contended that it is not the case that all causally deterministic sequences crowd out moral responsibility; causal determination qua causal determination does not rule out moral responsibility.  Similarly, here I have argued that not all contexts of causal indeterminism threaten the responsibility-underwriting relationship; thus, causal indeterminism qua causal indeterminism does not rule out moral responsibility.

Insofar as we have good responses to both of the horns of the Dilemma of Determinism, moral responsibility does not hang on a thread.  This is a good thing, since it does not seem to be a comfortable position to have to proclaim from our armchairs that we know that causal determinism is false.  And it would appear to be equally uncomfortable to feel the need to pronounce, from our philosophical LazyBoys, that causal determinism is true.  It is thus a good thing that we have found plausible and "independent" arguments for the resilience of moral responsibility to the truth or falsity of causal determinism--arguments that are not simply statements of the desirability of such resilience. In the end, then, moral responsibility is neither inconceivable nor puzzling.

John Martin Fischer
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