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Everyone sober believes in freedom of the will; whatever we precisely mean by
it, it is something we have. The world, which includes us, may be deterministic.
This generates a contradiction. Or the world may be indeterministic; but it seems
common ground that this does not improve the dialectic situation; the freely
willed cannot occur at random. There is no escape, we are dealing here with a
sharp contradiction, an outright antinomy.
When I look at the overwhelming literature on the problem of free will – I am
sure the majority has escaped me – I am amazed at how many different thoughts
and theories are provoked by it, each being relevant, well considered, a germ of a
larger research program, and containing a grain of truth (or more). This variety of
responses is what makes for a truly deep and fruitful philosophical problem. Here,
my point will not be to offer any novel thought on the topic; every stone has been
turned many times. Despite its richness, however, the literature appears to me to
give only improper emphasis to a certain point which occurred to me in my dissertation (1978, p. 193) and which deems ever more central to me, the longer I
observe the literature. Mathematicians know that a sharp contradiction needs a
sharp answer; wiggling concepts till the contradiction dissolves is not allowed.1
Let me explain what I take to be a sharp answer.
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I
The rock-bottom fact is that there is a normative point of view and an empirical
point of view. This is trivial and uncontroversial. The point I am going to explain,
though, will be that even as an empirical scientist you cannot get rid, you cannot
even delimit the normative point of view. It spreads to all human affairs, and you
cannot empirically inquire them without yourself engaging into the normative
point of view.
What has this to do with the freedom of the will? The answer is immediate.
For, what is the normative point of view? It consists in asking normative questions
and seeking normative answers. And the paradigmatic normative question is:
What shall I do? By contrast, the paradigmatic empirical question is: What has
happened, and what will happen? And more specifically concerning human affairs: What will he do?
I seem to be identifying here the normative with the first-person or the subject’s perspective and the empirical with the third-person or the observer’s perspective. In a way, I do. Of course, I grant that the distinctions do not coincide. I
can think about normative questions concerning other persons; and I can consider
empirical questions about me, I can even try to predict future actions of mine.
Still, the normative force of an answer to a normative question is immediate only
in the first-person perspective; my answer to another person’s normative question
develops normative force only when the other person poses this question to herself and accepts my answer. In this sense, the normative is peculiar to the firstperson or subject perspective and never to be gained from the third-person or observer perspective alone.
Some have a narrower understanding of the normative. Normative issues are
concerned with norms, and norms (or maxims or rules) are for everyone. Maybe.
However, we need not worry here about the generalizability of answers to normative questions. Others prefer to distinguish the prescriptive and the descriptive. I
take this to be the same as the distinction between the normative and the empirical.
Note that the distinction between normative and empirical questions is not the
same as that between practical and theoretical issues. Theoretical issues are ambivalent as well. I may ask: What is the case? Or I may ask: What shall I believe
(to be the case)? In a way, I am asking here the same question twice, once in the
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observer’s and once in the subject’s mode. Hence, the distinction between the
normative and the empirical cuts across the theoretical and the practical. However, since I do not want to reflect on normative epistemology, I restrict myself to
the practical side.
Now, it is impossible for us to avoid the normative question: What shall I do?
Even refusing to answer it is an answer, a decision to let things go. Often it happens to us that we unintentionally ignore the question, because we cannot always
keep everything under control (it is even nearly impossible for us to keep track of
everything in principle under our control). However, we cannot unintentionally
ignore the normative question all the time. (At best, though I doubt it, we might
attempt to reach a state of entirely banning the normative perspective, which some
may call true nirwana.)
Since we cannot avoid the normative question: “What shall I do?”, we must ask
next: “How do we go about to answer it?” How does practical deliberation work?
This is indeed a complicated matter. Undeniably, though, our most instructive and
powerful abstract model of practical deliberation is decision theory. So, let us look
at decision theory. In Spohn (1977, pp. 114ff.) and more extensively in (1978,
sect. 2.5 and 5.2), I argued for the so-called “no probabilities for acts” principle
which says that a decision model must not contain subjective probabilities of the
agent for his possible actions which are at issue in the model. In more ordinary
terms, the point is simply this: When you try to answer the question: “What shall I
do? A or B or C?”, you do not have an epistemic attitude towards the possible answers A, B, or C. Rather, you reflect on your aims and values (which are also open
to normative discussion, of course), you consider your relevant beliefs, about the
world, about the consequences of your possible actions, about the attainability of
your aims, etc., and from all this you try to get at a normative conclusion about
which option is best. In all this, no epistemic assessment of your possible actions
is involved. The question how likely you are going to do A, B, or C is simply not
part of your practical deliberation.2
The next point is that this “no probabilities for acts” principle entails the “acts
are exogenous” principle which says that the possible actions at issue in a deci2

All earlier formulations of decision theory conformed to this principle. Only Jeffrey (1965, ch. 5)
started violating it. This is how my attention was drawn to it; I still think this is the basic point
where Jeffrey’s decision theory goes wrong. Levi (1986, section 4.3, in particular pp. 65f.) concurs
with the thesis that deliberation crowds out prediction. Since then, the thesis is under debate; cf.,
e.g., Rabinowicz (2002). Indeed, the point is subtle; self-prediction is not obviously absurd. My
most recent view on the matter is presented in Spohn (2003, sect. 4).
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sion model are exogenous, i.e., first causes or uncaused within this model. Of
course, this inference is, and needs to be, backed up by a sophisticated account of
causation.3 However, the point is also intuitively clear without that account. It is
simply that as soon as you start thinking about the possible causes of your actions,
you are about to epistemically assess your possible actions, you are leaving the
subject‘s normative and adopting the observer’s empirical perspective. This is not
to deny determinism in order to accept indeterminism. Indeterminism does not
defy epistemic assessment; on the contrary, it only makes it ineliminably probabilistic. The point rather is that the normative perspective sidesteps the determinism/indeterminism issue altogether, as we know the defender of the freedom
of the will must do.
In a way, one must admire Kant for his uncompromising attitude. He accepts
freedom of the will, he accepts determinism, and he accepts the contradiction. He
is entirely clear that only a radical solution will do, and he finds one in his twoworlds doctrine: determinism holds in the phenomenal world, freedom is in the
noumenal world, and thus the contradiction vanishes; cf. Kant (1785, sect. 3, in
particular pp. 76ff.). Of course, this doctrine is absurd; there is only one world
(and even a thorough-going argument with Kant could not come to a different
conclusion). But it brilliantly shows what is at stake in a principled solution.
What I would like to convey is that the distinction between the normative and
the empirical perspective has the same principled force. There is only one world,
but two perspectives. In the subject’s normative perspective, his own actions are
uncaused, and this is well compatible with the fact that they may be fully determined, i.e., sufficiently caused (or only partially determined, i.e., probabilistically
caused) in the external observer’s empirical perspective. This is what I take to be
the core of free will. If you search for it only within the empirical perspective, you
are lost in paradox; within the normative perspective its existence is a truism.
Or to connect up with the received terminology: I plead for compatibilism, but
only by distinguishing two perspectives. There is no compatibilism within each
perspective; the subject’s normative perspective is clearly libertarian, whereas the
observer’s empirical perspective may well accept full determinism.
3

Which I have developed in many papers, most extensively perhaps in Spohn (1990) and (to appear). My view on how to extend this account to practical decision models (or from Bayesian nets
to influence diagrams) is, however, only presented in Spohn (1978, sect. 3.2 and 3.3). Similar
accounts may be found in Spirtes et al. (1993, ch. 3, in particular sect. 3.7.2) and Pearl (2000, ch.
4). In Spohn (2001) I briefly discuss the similarities.
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The point may be also expressed in terms of the question for counterfactual alternatives that dominates the philosophical discussion. The existence of freedom
of the will is hence decided by the question: “Could he have done otherwise?” I
believe the answer again depends on the perspective. Within the empirical thirdperson perspective one may well deny this question. He could not have done otherwise; his action was determined by the obtaining complex causal conditions.
Within the normative first-person perspective, however, the question is: “Could I
have done otherwise?” And then the answer is: “Yes, of course! I had the choice
between different alternatives.” Within the normative perspective there is nothing
that would justify the denial of counterfactual alternatives.
Perspective-dependent causation: what a strange idea, you will object. And
surely, the perspectives cannot be on a par. Before attending to such worries, let
me pause to mention that my point is, basically, a very old idea, of course; as I
said, every stone has been turned many times. Obviously, there is something special about the causation of our actions. The causal mystery is not on the cosmological scale of a first mover or a causa sui, but on a smaller, human scale. At
least since Thomas Reid the idea of agent causality, as it was called later, is with
us: my actions, or volitions, are certainly caused, but they do not simply fall into
the overall causal nexus of events; rather, I cause them, I do, or will, them. Some
philosophers find this idea natural, most puzzle over it. Perhaps it can be better
understood by distinguishing different perspectives. Within a single perspective,
as it is usually presented, it is bound to remain mysterious.
The idea that one should therefore distinguish various perspectives (worlds?) is
also very old. For instance, Dennett (1984) exploits his distinction of the physical,
the design, the intentional, and the personal stance to account for free will. Nagel
(1986, ch. VII) clearly argues freedom, autonomy, and responsibility look different from the subjective and the objective perspective. The point took on a more
dramatic dimension in von Wright’s (1971) opposition of explanation and understanding who indeed argued for a principled and unbridgeable difference between
sciences and humanities; this is, of course, a topic with a long history. NidaRümelin (2005, in particular essay II) chimes in with his thesis of the nonnaturalizability of reasons and the complementarity of a naturalistic and a humanistic perspective.4
4

I feel quite close to his position, also because I concur with his way of arguing from a decisiontheoretic background. However, I do not follow his argument on pp. 69-78 where he feels forced
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This may suffice as reference; I am not up to a review. Why I still feel urged to
give this talk #write this note# is merely a matter of sharpening. Somehow, I sense
only insufficient awareness of the fact, outlined above, that the causal relations are
to be judged differently in the two perspectives, that is, of the fact that the distinction between the two perspectives and the uncausedness of actions within the
subject’s normative perspective is a necessary and rigorous consequence of the
received view of practical deliberation and a most prominent view of causation
and causal dependence. Neither do I find proper emphasis in my immediate allies:
Pearl (2000) and Spirtes et al. (1993) share my premises, but they do not relate
them to the freedom of the will, whereas Levi (1986, pp. 65f.) who relates practical deliberation and freedom in the way indicated remains silent on causation.5

II
Still, my above outline would be badly incomplete if I would leave the relation
between the two perspectives without comment. The first worry is, of course, that
I am obviously assuming perspective-dependent causation and that this is hardly
better than Kant’s two-worlds doctrine. However, the situation is not so bad.
There is a precise account of how the causal pictures relate according to the two
perspectives. We may represent the causal relations according to the empirical
perspective by a causal graph, and then we arrive at the causal relations according
to the subject’s normative perspective by truncating, as it is called, the empirical
causal graph with respect to the action nodes. Thus, the causal relations mostly
agree; no less and no more than the causal relations having the subject’s actions as
immediate effects are cut out; the actions are, as it were, the causal blind spots of
the normative perspective.6

to accept that the difference between naturalism and humanism already roots in ontology. See my
second part here for my diverging view.
5
I should mention that there are also strands in the logic of actions emphasizing the uncausedness
of actions; cf. Åqvist (1974) or von Kutschera (1986). Again, though, the relation to our present
topic does not seem clearly developed.
6
For a detailed account of truncation cf. Pearl (2000, sect. 3.2). Truncation is similar to what
Spirtes et al. (1993, sect. 3.7.2) describe as manipulation. In fact, the truncation procedure is already found in Spohn (1978, sect. 5.2). Cf. again Spohn (2001) for more detailed comparative
remarks. Some interesting and consequential subtleties concerning truncation are discussed in
Spohn (2003, sect. 4.3).
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However, do I not grant thereby that it is the empirical perspective that offers
the real, complete causal perspective filling the local blind spots of the normative
perspective? Yes, I do. Therefore, I should also grant that the empirical perspective is the primary one, the only one that counts in the end? And then we are stuck
in our paradox as badly as ever? No, I deny both. None of the two perspectives is
primary; they are on a par and have a rather complicated relation. Let me explain
this point in a bit more detail.
First, there is no fundamental mystery whatsoever for the observer’s empirical
perspective as to how actions are caused. Ideally, it is precisely the practical deliberation that causes the ensuing action. This formulation suggests, though, that
we actually deliberate all the time. This should not be implied. We should rather
say that the action is caused by the mental configuration represented by the decision model appropriate for the case at hand.7
Of course, decision theory only provides the basic pattern. Even if this pattern
were roughly true, we should inquire how this precisely works, what the underlying mechanisms is, how that mental configuration of beliefs and desires is caused
in turn, etc.; these inquiries should proceed on a psychological as well as a neurophysiological level. This is already an inexhaustible research agenda. There is,
moreover, the well known concern that decision theory is not even nearly empirically correct, and thereby empirical research gets even more demanding and involved.
However, I am not so impressed by this concern. Decision theory is a normative theory, in the first place, designed for the normative perspective. Although
one need not deny the relevance of empirical findings for the normative discussion, which normative conclusions to draw from them is quite unclear; #I have
discussed the issue in more detail in Spohn (1993)#. Hence, I think, that the criticism of decision theory from this side is at least short-circuited.
I am more concerned by the fact that even as a normative account decision theory is defective. I am not alluding to various normative doubts about the basic
principle of maximizing (conditional) expected utility, which indeed are more or
7

This is a point of some significance. There is a widespread view, unfortunately not only among
those adverse to decision theory, but also among decision theorists themselves, that decision theory may be taken as a computational theory, as about the subject’s deliberational procedures. I
believe this is a serious misunderstanding. Decision theory makes claims about the relation between beliefs, desires, and actions, but not about the computational relating. Similarly, logic tells
not how we should proceed to reason, but how we may proceed to reason and whether or not the
result of our reasoning is correct.
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less pressing. The point is rather that the intrinsic (non-expected) utility function
is treated simply as given in decision models, although it can and should be subject to normative discussion in a number of ways. Indeed, this is the place where I
locate most of the literature on free will, even if it is not phrased in decision theoretic terms. The libertarians outright denying determinism, the hard determinists
outright denying free will, and those like me distinguishing two worlds, perspectives, etc., for making things compatible, all three groups are minorities. The large
majority seeks to realize compatibilism by saying that an action is free if and only
if it is appropriately caused, and then all the efforts go into explicating what “appropriately” is to mean here.
An action must be an action, not merely behavior, and it must not be coerced or
compulsory in order to be free. It must not merely satisfy fixed and given desires
or utility functions (those of a wanton). It must rather be responsive to reasons in a
more comprehensive sense of “reason” than the merely instrumental one (whatever this sense may be). Or the first-order desires must in turn be responsive to or
under control of certain second-order desires. Or, maybe, they have to survive
cognitive psychotherapy. Such views may also be related to suitable senses of
autonomy. The subject must have had the opportunity to develop his own aims or
desires in a sufficiently self-determined and reflected way, or he must take a
stance toward them and accept them as his own, etc. Or even more directly, the
(first-order) desires must have the right kind of content. They must conform to
moral duty (and the categorical imperative), or they must be humanly adequate in
respecting our rational nature or in perfecting our virtues. And so forth. These and
other ideas are discussed with great care in the philosophical literature. In all this,
one must never forget that an appropriate notion of freedom goes hand in hand
with appropriate notions of human dignity, responsibility, and blameworthiness
with all its practical, moral, and legal implications.
Too numerous are the allusions in the preceding paragraph to make all of them
explicit. Also, it is not necessary to do so, since I am not going to discuss any of
these views. I only want to point out that there is a very rich and highly interesting
and relevant body of literature in some way or other occupied with completing our
basic, though incomplete causal explanation of actions. Note, moreover, that the
manner of argument is usually rather normative than empirical. The claims are
that our actions should be guided by moral motives, they should be responsive to
reasons in a more comprehensive sense, they should be governed by second-order
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desires, etc. The extent to which they really are is not the philosophical issue,
though the presumption certainly is that the normative considerations have a real
impact.
Still, all this does not distract from the fact that the basic explanation is the decision-theoretic one I have indicated above, however it is to be amended. Indeed,
it is clearly the only explanation consistent with our self-understanding as beings
necessarily endowed with a normative perspective.
So, our actions are caused; of course, they are. They are mentally caused, as
just outlined. They are even physically caused. I feel comfortable as a type-type
identity theorist: mental states supervene on physical states (perhaps to be taken in
some suitable wide sense); and depending on one’s notion of a property or a state,
this entails that mental states are (identical to) physical states. Likewise for causation. Causation is on all levels, not only among elementary particles. There are
causal relations among mental states (and between mental and physical states),
and if mental states are physical states, these mental causal relations are physical
causal relations; I do not see particular problems with supervenient causation.
These are apodictic claims stirring up a philosophical snake pit. Even to start
defending them is far beyond the scope of this talk #paper#. However, there is no
necessity to do so. The dialectics is rather that I think I can grant my imaginary
opponent the strong materialist position of a type-type identity theory; I do not
have to try my luck with some sophisticated doctrine about the relation between
the mental and the physical that may open some tangled argumentative leeway. I
am even willing to grant that our normative point of view supervenes on our
physical constitution; if our normative conceptions differed from what they presently are, the distribution of matter would have to differ, too, from what it presently is.
(This is not to say, though, that the normative facts themselves supervene on
physical facts. I do not know whether there are any. Perhaps, normative truths are
those we would arrive at in the Peircean ideal limit of normative (not empirical)
inquiry. However, one may well doubt that this limit is well defined. In any case,
this limit, even if well defined, is highly counterfactual, and the (Humean) suppervenience of the counterfactual on the factual is a more doubtful matter. Hence
the materialistic supervenience of our actual normative opinions has no consequences for the supervenience of normative truths. We may, and should, leave
open this issue.)
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The point I want to make now is that even the ontological professions of an
identity theorist, which I share, do by no means determine our epistemological or
empirical third-person perspective. They do not decide the primacy of the empirical over the normative point of view, and they do not undermine the ineliminability of the normative point of view. Why is this so? Let me explain:
It is a well-known philosophical maneuver to turn ontological considerations
into epistemological ones with the help of Laplace’s demon. By knowing the ultimate ontological inventory of our world, the distribution of matter (at a given
time) and the fundamental physical laws governing it, the demon can apparently
know everything that is, and he can apparently explain every past and predict
every future action and even every normative conception we will have. He seems
to be the incarnation of our epistemologically perfected empirical perspective, and
there is no place for the normative perspective in that perfection.
However, this is a seriously deceptive picture. We need to understand how
wildly unhuman the demon is. The point is not that in our indeterministic universe
even the demon would not get far. Ontologically, we may well assume strict determinism. The point is rather that neither we nor the demon are capable of specifying the supervenience relation that is only claimed to obtain in our ontological
professions and that this incapability has very different, though converging reasons for us and the demon.
For us, the problem is not so much complete knowledge of fundamental physical laws; perhaps we are on the verge of it. For us, it is rather the demon’s complete knowledge of particular physical facts (at a given time) and his perfect computational capacities. Both are entirely fictitious for us. It is safe to predict that we
shall never exactly compute complex molecules in quantum mechanic terms and
that, despite bold declarations of neuroscientists, we shall and can never have
more than the roughest understanding of the physiological supervenience base of
mental processes like, say, producing and grasping the sentence just spoken
#written here#.
In particular, we have to proceed from the above simple explanation of our actions that was the only one being consistent with our having a normative perspective. We may and should specify, qualify, and amend it, in multifarious ways
some of which I have indicated above. Of course, we also evolve our normative
point of view; we seek ever better and more complete answers to our normative
questions. At the same time, we thereby promote our empirical perspective; our
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normative conception serves as well as our empirical ideal. We often do what we
should, and we often do not; we often fail and often live up to our normative ideal,
the various forms of failure being philosophically discussed under the heading of
the weakness of the will. Every empirical theory about our behavior must respect
this point, by taking the normative theory as an idealization (just like, say, frictionless motion) and by complementing the ideal by various error theories. Any
empirical theory that simply neglects our normative point of view is bound to be
incomplete and inadequate.8
The demon has the complementary problem. Well, not necessarily, the demon
might also be an eliminativist and thus not care about supervenience. However, I
take the eliminativist’s prediction that our intentional idiom will eventually dissolve to be simply incredible. Hence, if eliminativism is no option, then it will not
do for the demon to know everything there is to know on the basic ontological
level of physics. He is still entirely ignorant of all relevant supervenience relations. If he wants to know what water is, he must first know our notion of water;
then, of course, it is easy for him to establish that water is H2O. If he is to predict
whether or not I am happy tomorrow he must also know how happiness supervenes on all the physics he knows; and in order to know this he would first have
to acquire the complex notion of happiness. Likewise for all the other mental concepts we have. In particular, he would need to have and exercise a normative perspective by himself; otherwise, he could never grasp what our normative discourse is all about.
From both sides, we thus arrive at the same conclusion. The demon needs to
have a normative perspective even if his sole aim is to complete his empirical
picture. We have the normative perspective and have to respect it as an empirical
ideal even in doing empirical psychology. Hence, the normative first-person perspective is not only ineliminable in toto; this was already clear from the unavoidability of normative questions mentioned at the beginning of this talk #paper#. Rather, the subject’s normative perspective is even ineliminable from the
observer’s empirical perspective. You cannot complete empirical psychology
without engaging into normative considerations.
Certainly, I do not want to suggest that the normative part of psychology is in
any way dominating. For instance, if psychologists investigate the complex phe8

Our normative and empirical theorizing is thus characterized by a complicated twofold reflective
equilibrium that I have discussed in some detail in Spohn (1993).
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nomenon of dyslexia, any kind of normative theorizing would be beside the issue.
The same holds for large parts of psychology. I only claim that one can never exhaust psychology in this spirit.
One must not forget that each empirical inquiry is full of normative issues. The
inquiry has to conform to methodological norms that may well be debatable, and
each inquiry starts with the decision to invest efforts in this rather than that issue.
These are often difficult and far-reaching normative questions. It should be clear,
however, that the normative entanglement of psychology I am arguing for goes far
beyond this general normativity of empirical inquiry.
Of course, this observation spreads from psychology to all human affairs, economics, social and political science, etc. Therefore, even from the empirical perspective one is committed to the normative perspective. It would not be correct to
distinguish one of the perspectives as the primary one.
So, when we emphatically claim that we have a free will and that our actions
are first causes, we speak the truth from our normative perspective. And we are
bound to acknowledge this, when we change to the empirical perspective.
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