
PHI 1500: ���
Major Issues in Philosophy 

Session 8 
September 30th, 2015 

Free Will: Strawson,  Churchland 
1 



Last class we considered Nagel’s misgivings with this premise: 
 

1*)  If a person is morally responsible for an action,                                               
 then the cause of that action was one of that person’s psychological states. 

 

Ø  Strawson finds this premise dissatisfying for a different reason: 

–  He will argue that moral responsibility requires not only that                                       
a person’s action was caused by their psychological states,  

–  but also that one is responsible for the psychological states they have, 
»  which turns out to be impossible. 

 

Ø  His ‘Basic Argument’ (against moral responsibility): 
 

1)  “You do what you do – in the circumstances in which you find yourself –       
because of the way you then are. 

2)  So if you’re going to be ultimately responsible for what you do,                         
you’re going to have to be ultimately responsible for the way you are                     
– at least in certain mental respects. 

3)  But you can’t be ultimately responsible for the way you are in any respect at all. 
4)  So you can’t be ultimately responsible for what you do.” (Strawson 2) 

»  He tells us that the key premise here is 3),  
»  which he supports with 2 auxiliary arguments. 
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3)  But you can’t be ultimately responsible for the way you are in any respect at all. 

Auxiliary Argument #1  
 

a.  [premise] “It’s undeniable that the way you are initially is a result of your  
genetic inheritance and early experience. 

b.  [premise] It’s undeniable that these are things for which you can’t be held          
to be in any way responsible (morally or otherwise). 

c.  [conclusion] But you can’t at any later stage of life hope to acquire true or 
ultimate moral responsibility for the way you are by trying to change the way 
you already are as a result of genetic inheritance and previous experience. 

d.  Why not? [premise] Because both the particular ways in which you try              
to change yourself, and the amount of success you have when trying to change 
yourself, will be determined by how you already are as a result of your genetic 
inheritance and previous experience. 

e.  [premise] Any any further changes that you may become able                           
to bring about after you have brought about certain initial changes will in turn 
be determined, via the initial changes, by your genetic inheritance and     
previous experience.” (Strawson 2-3) 

Ø  The take-away here is that we can’t be responsible for the way            
that we are (including the psychological states that we have), 

Ø  because that depends on countless factors beyond our control. 3	  



3)  But you can’t be ultimately responsible for the way you are in any respect at all. 

Auxiliary Argument #2 [Paraphrase of (i) – (ix)]: 
 

–  Intentional actions depend upon one’s psychological states. 
–  If one is responsible for one’s actions,                                                              

then one must be responsible for their psychological states. 
–  But to be responsible for psychological states,                                                      

one must have chosen to have those psychological states. 
–  But to have chosen those psychological states, one must have some                          

“principles of choice” (P1) they appeal to in order to choose how to be. 
–  But then to be ultimately responsible for one’s intentional actions,                   

one must be responsible for having these principles of choice. 
–  But then one would have to have chosen those principles of choice. 
–  …so they would have needed some principles of choice P2,                                

in virtue of which they selected P1. 

•  …and so on, and so on… [to an infinite regress] 

Ø Strawson is showing how having moral responsibility                  
would require us to be responsible for every last feature                 
of our minds leading to our choice of action, 
Ø which is impossible. 4	  



Strawson concludes:  
 

–  “Ultimate moral responsibility is impossible,  
–  because it requires the actual completion of an infinite series of choices   

and principles of choice.” 
»  Since we are not responsible for every feature of our minds,   

we cannot be entirely responsible for our actions. 
 

 

Ø  Nevertheless, he thinks that the impossibility of                             
ultimate moral responsibility is not a reason to be an incompatibilist! 

 

»  “Does this argument stop me feeling entirely        
morally responsible for what I do? 
•  It does not. 

» …Should it stop us [from feeling morally responsible]? 
•  Well, it might not be a good thing if we did. 

•  because then we might think we are blameless,          
or can do anything with impunity, and so on… 

» …we continue to feel we are absolutely                
morally responsible for what we do.” (Strawson 5)  
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Strawson explains why he is a compatibilist, 
•  holding that If determinism is true, then we can still hold ourselves                                 

and others morally responsible for their actions, 
 

..by quoting author Ian McEwan: 
 

•  “…The point is ownership. I own my past, my beginnings, my perceptions. 
•  And just as I will make myself responsible if my dog or child bites someone,         

or my car rolls backwards down a hill and causes damage,  

–  so I take on full accountability for the little ship of my being,                     
even if I do not have control of its course. 

–  It is this sense of being the possessor of a consciousness                        that 
makes us feel responsible for it.” (Strawson 6) 

 

Strawson agrees that there is no conflict “between having no free will                       
(those arguments seem watertight) and assuming moral responsibility for myself.”  

Ø  In other words, the commonly-held assumption that: 

»  If an person is morally responsible for an action,                                                                          
then that person performed that action of their own free will. 

Ø  …is false, because free will isn’t a necessary condition for moral responsibility 
– instead, accepting one’s actions as one’s own is a sufficient condition. 6	  



Ø  Churchland provides an alternative,                                        
scientifically-minded defense of compatibilism. 

 

Patricia Churchland (1943 – present)                      
originated the field of neurophilosophy, 

•  which investigates how findings from neuroscience   
can inform solutions to philosophical problems. 

»  Churchland’s approach makes her a naturalist:  

•  someone who believes that philosophical problems       
can and should be addressed using the methods and 
findings of empirical science (i.e., making systematic 
observations  and conducting experiments), rather than 
through reasoning alone. 

Churchland introduces her approach by explaining that: 
 

•  “As neuroscience uncovers…mechanisms regulating choices and social behavior, 
we cannot help but wonder whether anyone truly chooses anything… 

–  As a result, profound questions about responsibility are inescapable,           
not just regarding criminal justice, but in the day-to-day business of life.” (2) 
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She argues that neuroscience suggests our idea of “free will,                          
as traditionally understood, needs modification.” 

–  But not only should this modification take into account                                
the best scientific knowledge available to us, 
•  it must also serve the practical purpose of indicating                               

when people can and can’t be held morally responsible for their actions. 
 

»  Because of its importance in society,  
Ø any description of free will                                                            

updated to fit what we know about the nervous system                     
must also reflect our social need for                                                        
a working concept of [moral] responsibility.” (ibid.) 

 
 

Like Strawson, Churchland is a compatibilist: 

Ø  She thinks that we can hold individuals morally responsible for their actions      
even if our actions are determined (by our brains, among other things). 

–  But whereas Strawson argued that we are morally responsible for actions         
as long as we recognize those actions as our own, 

–  Churchland will argue that we should think of ourselves and others as   
morally responsible for actions over which the agent has self-control. 
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Churchland gives an example of a neurological case                              
which raises questions about free will: 
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Ø  “Did the man have 
free will? 

Ø  Was he responsible 
for his behavior? 

Ø  Can a tumor usurp 
one’s free will?” (1) 
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Ø  So changes to your brain can turn you into a pedophile?!? 
–  That’s worrisome, since we don’t seem to have                                 

any say in the matter whether or not we develop brain cancer,                                           
or suffer brain damage as the result of an accident. 

 

Also, we know that many human psychological states                                                     
(including sexual desires) are “regulated by hormones that                           
act on neurons in the septum & connected brain areas. 
 

•  How different, then, are normal humans from                                         
the Virginia man where free will is concerned?” (ibid.) 

 
 

Ø Churchland is pointing out that in the                       
pedophile’s case, it seems very clear that                           
factors about his brain were driving his behavior, 

Ø but for ordinary human beings, our brains drive our 
psychological states & actions, too. 

»  So if we think that the pedophile didn’t have free will            
because his actions were caused by his brain, 

»  then perhaps ordinary people don’t have free will,                      
for exactly the same reason. 
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“Think about what we mean by ‘free will’.” 

“As with all concepts, we learn the meaning of         
[free will] from examples. 
 

•  …we tend to agree that Chamberlain’s choice                  
to appease Hitler was a free, if unwise choice. 

•  Our understanding is balanced by contrasting cases            
– actions that are obviously not freely chosen: 

•  a dreaming man who strangles his wife,  
•  the toddler who wets his pants,  
•  a startle response to a thunderclap,  
•  or a coerced confession.” (2) 

•  video (Mike Birbiglia,                            
“Sleepwalk with Me”) : bit.ly/1gVB350 

 

 

So whatever the cases we treat as free actions           
have in common, and what the contrasting cases 
lack, is what we usually mean by “free will”. 

Ø What is it that all that the contrasting cases lack? 
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We don’t usually have much trouble determining                      
whether or not someone acted ‘freely’, 
•  “…but there are outlying cases beset with ambiguity, daunting 

complexity and background cultural differences.” 

–  E.g., that of the pedophile with the brain tumor, 

–  or that of Andrea Yates, a mother suffering from post-partum depression 
“who drowned her five children in a bathtub,   

–  [and] was unquestionably psychotic, though her actions were 
methodical and purposeful…She understood that her actions 
were against the law,   and telephoned the police to say so. 

»  …this sort of case divides opinion. 
»  The way we currently think about free will, there may  

be no right answer as to whether she exercised it.” 

Ø Churchland thinks these ambiguous cases indicate that 
we need to refine or revise our idea of free will,  
»  so we can tell whether or not someone had it        

in particular cases. 
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Churchland explains that the traditional way of thinking about                    
free will is untenable – i.e., it doesn’t hold up to scrutiny. 
 

•  “A rigid philosophical tradition claims that no choice is free unless it is uncaused; 
–  that is, unless the ‘will’ is exercised independently of all causal influences         

– in a causal vacuum. 
–  In some unexplained fashion, the will – a thing that allegedly stands aloof  

from brain-based causality – makes an unconstrained choice.” 

Ø  The problem is that choices are made by brains,  
–  and brains operate causally;  
–  that is, they go from one state to the next                                                         

as a function of antecedent conditions. 

»  In other words, brains operate in accordance with determinism: 
»  everything they do is an outcome of a chain reaction of 

preceding events in the world and in the brain. 
•  E.g., whether or not a neuron transmits a signal                 

just depends on whether it receives a sufficiently strong 
excitatory signal from the neurons it is attached to. 

•  videos: bit.ly/1WnQaUO, bit.ly/1MOzFPS 
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Moreover, though brains make decisions,  
Ø there is no discrete brain structure or neural network         

which qualifies as ‘the will’ let alone a neural structure   
operating in a causal vacuum. 

•  video on the Libet experiment: bit.ly/1KDWejL 
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Churchland states that “a philosophy dedicated to uncaused choice                         
is as unrealistic as a philosophy dedicated to a flat Earth. 

Ø In other words, we ought to abandon this premise: 
1)  If we have free will,                                                                     

then our choices must be the sole causes of our own actions. 
 

“To begin to update our ideas of free will, 
•  [Churchland] suggest[s] that we first shift the debate away from the puzzling 

metaphysics of causal vacuums to the neurobiology of self-control. 
 

Self-control can come in many degrees, shades, and styles. 
–  We have little direct control over autonomic functions                                       

such as  blood pressure, heart rate and digestion,  
–  but vastly more control over behavior that is organized                                              

by the cortex of the brain.” 

•  It is “mediated by pathways in the prefrontal cortex,  
•  shaped by structures regulating emotions and drives,  
•  and it matures as the organism develops. 

–  Over time we learn to “inhibit self-defeating impulses”, 
–  and start to use self-control automatically, by forming habits. 

»  video on the Marshmallow test: bit.ly/1KDZKdL 
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“Unlike free will, self-control is a concept                                            
that we can usefully apply to other animals.  

 

–  We don’t know enough about animal minds to know whether or not  
they feel that their actions are caused by their choices, 
•  so we don’t know if they satisfy our typical idea of free will, 

–  …but we do know how self-control is achieved by neural systems     
that are shared by many species. 

•  Across species, self-control is achieved by the “prefrontal cortex 
using cognition for impulse control.” (3) 
–  “This is consistent with the overwhelming similarity in brain 

structures across all mammals.” (3) 

 

–  Churchland suggests that “Our larger prefrontal cortex 
probably means we have more neurons that allow us               
to exercise greater self control than that displayed                   
by baboons or chimps.” 

»  This might explain why we tend to think of free will         
as a uniquely human trait: 

»  we attribute free will to creatures that show self-control, 
and humans do this most clearly (to us) of all species. 
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(Recently, some scientists have challenged the idea that the human prefrontal 
cortex is proportionately larger than that of other great apes, though: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

–  If it turned out that the human brain structures underlying self-control are     
not proportionately larger than that of other animals,  
•  would that be a problem for Churchland’s view about free will? 

–  How might she revise her claims to accommodate the new evidence? 
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“Self-control also allows us to make sense of difficult cases             
where free will is unhelpful. 
 

•  Self-control may be diminished in persons with brain lesions or tumors. 

•  Self-control is also diminished during an epileptic seizure,                       
while intoxicated or under anaesthesia.  

•  Other kinds of syndromes implicating compromised self-control           
include obsessive-compulsive disorder,  
–  where a patient has impaired ability to resist endlessly repeating        

some self-costly action such as hand-washing;  

•  and severe Tourette's syndrome,  
–  where the person finds it almost impossible                                                

to inhibit particular ticking movements.” (3) 

•  (Drug addiction is another condition                                                           
that scientists trace to problems                                                                      
in the brain-circuitry for self-control.) 

Ø  The suggestion is that people who suffer from any of these conditions 
involving impairment in self-control can’t really be said to act freely,  
Ø because their brains are driving their behavior without             

normal processes of self-regulation or inhibition. 
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“How do neural networks achieve these effects that we call self-control,       
and what is different in the brain when self-control functions are impaired?  
 

•  Although little is known so far about the exact nature of the mechanisms,        
relevant experimental details have begun to pour in from many directions: 

–  on the properties of neurons                                                                      
sensitive to reward and punishment,  

–  on the generation of fear responses                                                                     
by neurons in the amygdala,  

–  and on the response profiles of                                                                  
"decision" neurons in parietal regions                                                                  
of cortex when the animal makes                                                                         
a choice  after accumulating evidence.”  

•  “…These sorts of discoveries promise that eventually we will understand,                 
at least in general terms, the neurobiological profile of a brain that has normal   
levels of control, and how it differs from a brain that has compromised control.” (3) 

»  So though we yet don’t know all the details of how self-control 
works, it seems reasonable to expect that neuroscientists will 
eventually be able to give us a complete picture. 
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“So is anyone ever responsible for anything?”  
Ø  Churchland answers yes: “Civil life requires it be so.  

•  She believes that we developed the concept of                                                                                     
moral responsibility in order to discourage people from acting                                                             
in ways that jeopardize the wellbeing of the society. 

•  “…the crux of the matter is this: we are social animals and                                     
our ability to flourish depends on the behavior of others.” (3) 

 

For species like ours, that live in societies (instead of as individuals},  
»  “moral virtues can be a benefit, cheating a cost,                                     

and punishment of the socially dangerous a necessity. 

•  From an evolutionary perspective, punishment is justified                 
by the value all individuals place on their social life,  

•  and by the limits on behavior needed to maintain that value. 

…Part of cultural evolution consists in figuring out…                    
effective ways of limiting violent or otherwise antisocial behavior.  
 

Ø So yes, we must hold individuals responsible                              
for their actions” – for the survival of our species. 
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“But what is the "self" of self-control? What am I?” 
 

•  Descartes thought he had figured this all out: we are immaterial,        
disembodied, soul-like thinking things. 

»  Churchland disagrees, and gives us a naturalistic conception           
of the self as a phenomenon of the physical world: 

Ø  “In essence, the self is a construction of the brain;  
•  a real, but brain-dependent organizational network                  

for monitoring body states, setting priorities and…creating      
the separation between inner world and outer world.  

•  In its functionality, it is a bit like a utility on your computer,              
though one that has evolved to grow and develop. 

•  Complex brains are good at that sort of thing -- creating 
high-level neural patterns to make sense of the world.” (3-4) 

»  In short, Churchland suggests that science tells us         
the ‘self’ is something the brain invents,  
•  in order to help human beings make sense of the world, so 

as to achieve basic biological needs like survival,      
nutrition, and navigation. 

NOT 
self 



22 

Churchland describes the ‘self’ as a brain-concocted ‘neurotool’. 
 

Ø  Does that mean my self is not real?  
–  On the contrary. It is every bit as real as the three-dimensional world    

we see, or the future we prepare for, or the past we remember.  

–  It is a tool tuned, in varying degrees, to the reality of brain and world;  
–  like other tools, it can malfunction, for example, in schizophrenia. 

[A leading theory accounting for symptoms                                                            
of schizophrenia (like claiming to hear                                                              
voices telling one what to do) is that                                                                    
patients’ brains are impaired in                                                             
distinguishing between self from others.  
•  So the voices they claim to hear might                                                               

just be their own thoughts,                                                                                    
mis-attributed to someone else.] 

 

 

Ø  If some people with mental illnesses                                                             
are susceptible to committing crimes                                                    
because of impaired self-control, 
–  How should societies deal with mentally-ill criminals, 
–  and what steps might we take to prevent crimes caused by mental illness? 
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Churchland thinks we ought to celebrate the “high-level tools          
like this which allow us to do the amazing things we humans do,  
•  including thinking of oneself as a self.  

–  Is one cheapened by this neuroscientific knowledge?  
•  I think not.  

»  Self-esteem and self-worth are wholly compatible               
with realizing that brains make us what we are.  

»  As for self-esteem, we do know that it is highly  
dependent on successful social interactions:  
•  on respect, love, accomplishment,  
•  but also on temperament, hormones and serotonin.  

»  Moreover, the beauty, intricacy and sophistication             
of the neurobiological machine that makes me "me”        
is vastly more fascinating and infinitely more awesome    
than the philosophical conception of the brain-free soul 
that somehow, despite the laws of physics,                      
exercises its free will in a causal vacuum.” (4) 


