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No Luck for Libertarians   
 
 

ABSTRACT 

Some argue that free will is incompatible with indeterminism. Specifically, they argue that 
if our choices and actions are undetermined, then they are a matter of luck and we 
cannot be responsible for them. This is the luck problem. This is particularly problematic 
for libertarians because they take indeterminism to be a necessary condition on free 
will. However, I offer some thought experiments to motivate the idea that luck 
problem is not really a problem. Specifically, I argue that these cases give us reason to 
think that if free will and responsibility is compatible determinism, then it’s also 
compatible with indeterminism. Finally, I discuss the implications of this for the debate 
between compatibilists and libertarians. 
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1. Indeterminism and Luck 

Libertarianism requires that at least some of our choices and actions are undetermined. Some 

compatibilists have argued that this is problematic for libertarians because moral responsibility is 

incompatible with indeterminism. Some events of an indeterministic world can seem inexplicable, 

random, and simply a matter of luck. Given that libertarianism requires that at least some of our 

choices and actions are undetermined, it can seem as though some of our choices and actions are 

merely the result of unbridled luck. And if an action or choice is the result of luck, then it is difficult 

to see how we could truly say that someone has control over that it. How can someone be responsible 

for an action if she does not have control over whether it occurs? It can seem as though no one could 

be responsible in such cases. This is the luck problem.1 

Robert Kane uses the following principle as a first pass at how someone might try and 

characterize the luck problem: 

 

																																																								
1 An early version of the luck problem was put forth in David Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature (2000) and later 

revisited by R. E. Hobart (1934). Contemporary proponents of the problem include Haji (2000), Levy (2008, 2011), Mele 
(1999, 2006), and van Inwagen (1986, 2000). 
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If an action is undetermined at a time t, then its happening rather than not happening at t would 
be a matter of chance or luck. And if that action’s occurrence is a matter of luck in that way, 
then it is not a free and responsible action.2 

 

This is called the luck principle (LP). 

LP is composed of two conditionals. The first conditional suggests that whether an 

undetermined action occurs is a matter of luck. To see the intuitive support for this claim we can look 

at what it means to be undetermined. Suppose that at t1 it is undetermined whether I will choose A 

or B. And suppose that I choose A at time t2. I could have chosen differently. That is, my character, 

beliefs, desires, actions or the laws of nature at t1 are not sufficient for my choosing A at t2. Everything 

prior to t2 could have been exactly the same, yet my choice at t2 could have been different. As Kane 

says, “…given exactly the same past, different outcomes (“forking paths”) are possible.”3 But if 

nothing about me, nor anything I did, prior to t2 determines my choice at t2, then why did I choose A 

rather than B? The choice that I actually make appears to be inexplicable—it appears to be a matter 

of luck. 

Kane illustrates this thought with the following case. Suppose Jane was deliberating about 

where to vacation. She is considering going to either Hawaii or Colorado. She ends up choosing 

Hawaii and she can cite her reasons for doing so (she loves the weather, the beaches, and the scenery). 

However, her choice was undetermined. She could have chosen Colorado given the exact same 

circumstances prior to her choice. If, given her desires, beliefs, dispositions, etc., the choice of Hawaii 

seems rational and explicable, then if she had chosen Colorado, her choice would have appeared 

irrational and inexplicable. If she chooses Hawaii and cites her reasons, then it might seem as though 

																																																								
2 Kane (1999b), 217. The emphasis is his. I have slightly paraphrased his principle to make the second conditional 

more explicit, but the meaning remains the same. 
3 Kane (2004), 23. 
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that is what she actually wanted to choose, so if she were to choose Colorado it might seem as though 

she didn’t actually want to do so. 

 The thought that undetermined actions are a matter of luck gains further support when we 

consider the plausible sources for the indeterminacy. Perhaps whether Jane chooses Hawaii or 

Colorado depends on some quantum jump somewhere in her brain. Whether such events occur seem 

to come down to mere probabilities and nothing more. If anything should be considered a matter of 

luck, such probabilistic events should be considered so. They seem to undermine her control. If the 

choice she makes depends on a quantum event, and it is a matter of luck whether that quantum event 

occurs, then her choice seems to be a matter of luck.4 

The second part of LP suggests that luck precludes responsibility. This is seemingly supported 

by our use of the word ‘luck’ in ordinary conversational contexts. Suppose a friend of mine survives 

a serious car collision. I might say to her, “You’re lucky you weren’t killed!” Suppose she responds, 

“No. It wasn’t luck. I’m a defensive driver and I was presented with a dangerous situation, but handled 

the vehicle nicely. The crash would’ve been more severe for other, less attentive, drivers.” By saying 

she is lucky it seems that I am suggesting that she is not responsible for her survival. And my friend 

seems to deny my attribution of luck precisely because she thinks she was responsible for her survival. 

Or consider another case. Someone claims to have a “sure-fire” system for playing roulette. If the ball 

lands on black ten times in a row, then he bets big on red. Of course, this system does not actually 

improve his odds of winning, but he believes that it does. Suppose that, on a particular occasion, he 

uses this system and he wins big. If he began to brag about his skill at playing roulette it would be 

appropriate to correct him by saying the following. “You didn’t win because of skill. You won because 

you got lucky!” When we talk in this way we seem to be operating with the belief that there is an 

important connection between responsibility and luck. The gambler is claiming some kind of 

																																																								
4 Kane (1999b), 106. 



	 4 

responsibility for his winning and we are arguing that he is not responsible because his winning was 

due to luck.  

 Despite LP’s support, there are straightforward counterexamples to the principle. There are 

possible cases where an agent’s action is undetermined, yet the agent is still morally responsible. Kane 

provides the following case. 

 
Consider an assassin who is trying to kill the prime minister, but might miss because of some 
undetermined events in his nervous system which might lead to a jerking or wavering of his 
arm. If he does hit his target, can he be held responsible? The answer is “yes,” because he 
intentionally and voluntarily succeeded in doing what he was trying to do… Yet his killing the 
prime minister was undetermined. We might even say in a sense that he got lucky… …he 
could have failed… [But] the inference sanctioned by LP from ‘it was undetermined’ to ‘he 
was not responsible’, is not valid.5 

 

Supposing the assassin succeeded in killing the prime minister, it is clear that he would be responsible 

for doing so despite his action being undetermined. The indeterminacy could have thwarted his effort, 

but it didn’t. 

 Although LP is false, libertarianism is not yet vindicated. There are obvious and important 

differences between counterexamples to LP (like the assassin case) and cases of undetermined choice 

on libertarian accounts of free will. Both kinds of cases involve indeterminacy, but in the 

counterexamples to LP the agent appears to exercise control before the indeterminacy plays any 

relevant role. If the agent succeeds in completing his intended action, he will have done so voluntarily, 

so it seems that the agent exercised control over his action. His action was undetermined, but his choice 

and effort were not. However, if the agent’s attempt had been thwarted by the indeterminacy (e.g. if the 

assassin twitched and missed the prime minister), then we would say that the agent failed by accident. 

He would still be responsible for his choices and actions leading up to the indeterminacy, but he would 

																																																								
5 Kane (1999b), 227. Kane bases these counterexamples off of similar ones offered by J.L. Austin (1961) and 

Phillipa Foot (1966). 
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not be responsible for missing the prime minister. If he takes one path, he does so voluntarily, but if 

he takes the other path, he does so involuntarily. Which path he actually takes seems to be a matter of 

luck, but the luck occurs after the morally relevant effort has been put forth. 

Locating the indeterminacy after the moment of choice, but before the action has been 

completed, is what makes it easy for agents like the assassin to be responsible for their undetermined 

action. The assassin’s action was a matter of luck, but his choice and effort were not. He succeeded in 

despite the probability of failure. He succeeded in doing what he was trying and wanting to do. And 

he endorsed the action as his own. However, actions as described by accounts of libertarian free will 

don’t look properly analogous to the assassin case. According to libertarians, an agent faces a forking 

path and whichever path the agent takes he supposedly does so voluntarily and intentionally. It is not just 

the action that is undetermined; the choice is undetermined, too. The indeterminacy is located at the 

moment of choice, so the choice itself, rather than merely the action, appears to be a matter of luck. 

This kind of luck seems problematic for libertarians because their accounts of free will typically require 

that actions are undetermined in virtue of being the result of choices that are undetermined. 

Noting that the assassin’s luck seems unproblematic while luck might still seem problematic 

for libertarianism, Kane reformulates LP in order to better characterize the problem facing 

libertarianism. 

 
(LP*) If it is undetermined at t whether an agent voluntarily and intentionally does A at t or 
voluntarily and intentionally does otherwise, then the agent’s doing one of these rather than the 
other at t would be a matter of luck or chance. And if that action’s occurrence is a matter of luck 
in that way, then it is not a free and responsible action.6 

 

LP* is not susceptible to counterexamples like the assassin and it preserves the intuition behind the 

original luck problem. If nothing about an agent—not her beliefs, desires, dispositions, etc.—

																																																								
6 Kane (1999b), 228. The emphasis is his. 
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determines her voluntary and intentional choice at a time, then what she chooses appears to be a 

matter of luck. And if her choice is a matter of luck, it seems she’s not responsible. 

Variations on this luck problem have been argued for by a number of philosophers.7 And the 

problem has strong intuitive support. To avoid the luck problem, libertarians need to provide a clear 

counterexample to this revised principle. In what follows, I offer a counterexample to LP*. However, 

my argument assumes that responsibility is compatible with determinism. I argue that if responsibility 

is compatible with determinism, then it is compatible with indeterminism. In the conclusion, I address 

whether this argument can be of any help to libertarians. 

 

2. Solving the Luck Problem: Some Thought Experiments 

It would be question-begging to simply put forth a case of an undetermined choice and insist that the 

agent is responsible in such a case. Instead, I will offer a series of cases and argue that there is no 

relevant difference between them such that if an agent is responsible for her choice in the first case, 

then she is responsible for her choice in the final case. If this assessment is correct, then the final case 

is a counterexample to LP*. Consider the following:  

Joan the Narcoleptic 
Joan has a case of indeterminate narcolepsy. At the top of every hour it is undetermined 
whether she will fall asleep. Joan is faced with a moral dilemma. She knows that her friend has 
robbed bank and is planning fleeing later that evening. She is conflicted about whether she 
should report her friend to the police. On the one hand, she doesn’t want her friend to go to 
prison. On the other hand, she wants to see justice served. She begins deliberating at 1:58 PM 
and her deliberation will end at precisely 2:00 PM. It is undetermined what will happen at that 
moment. Either Joan will fall asleep (thereby missing her opportunity to report her friend) or 
she will choose to report her friend. 
 

As it turns out, at 2:00 PM Joan does not fall asleep and she chooses to report her friend to the police. Is 

she responsible for her choice? It intuitively seems so. Why would she not be responsible? The fact 

																																																								
7 See Haji (2000), Levy (2008, 2011), Mele (1999, 2006), and van Inwagen (1986, 2000). 
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that she could have just as easily fallen asleep in that moment is irrelevant to whether she is responsible 

for her choice. 

 In addition to intuitive judgments about Joan, compatibilists have even more reason to believe 

that she is responsible for her choice. Consider the similarities between this case and the famous 

Frankfurt-style counterexamples to the principle of alternative possibilities.8 Frankfurt-style cases 

involve an agent who decides to perform some action A, but there exists some fail-safe device (e.g. a 

computer chip in one’s brain) that guarantees that the agent will perform action A if the agent begins 

to waver in his decision. However, the agent does not end up wavering in his decision, so the fail-safe 

never gets triggered, and the agent performs action A. The fail-safe plays no actual causal role in the 

agent’s action. Many people have the intuition that, in cases like this, the agent could still be responsible 

for his action because the fail-safe was merely a possible, but not actual, intervener. And this suggests 

that the actual sequence of events, rather than unrealized possibilities, is what matters for moral 

responsibility. John Martin Fischer, when discussing the impact that Frankfurt-style cases have made 

on the literature, suggests this when he says that Frankfurt-style cases have “helped us to shift the 

debate about responsibility from questions pertaining to alternative possibilities to questions about 

the nature or properties of the actual sequence.”9 

In Frankfurt-style cases there are alternative possibilities that could prevent the agent from 

being responsible, but the actual sequence of events is sufficient to make the agent responsible for his 

action. If you have the intuition that agents are responsible in Frankfurt-style cases and you agree that 

it is the actual sequence of events (rather than alternative possibilities) that is relevant to responsibility, 

then you have even more reason to think that Joan is responsible for her choice to report her friend 

to the police. Joan’s actual sequence of events seems unproblematic. She chose to report her friend 

																																																								
8 Frankfurt (1969). 
9 Fischer (2000), 326. 
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because she wants to see justice served. The mere addition of the indeterminate narcolepsy gives us 

no reason to think that she’s not responsible for her decision. 

Let’s call the agent in the previous example Joan(1). Now consider a different case involving 

Joan(2). Joan(2)’s situation is very similar to Joan(1)’s. She has the same kind of narcolepsy and a 

similar bank-robbing friend. She has the same reasons for wanting to report her friend to the police 

and for wanting to let her friend flee. Prior to 2:00 PM, Joan(1) and Joan(2) look identical. However, 

there is one difference. Joan(2)’s undetermined “forking path” at 2:00 PM is different from Joan(1)’s. 

At that moment Joan(2) will either fall asleep (thereby missing her opportunity to report her friend) 

or she will choose to let her friend escape. As it turns out, she doesn’t fall asleep and she chooses to let her 

friend escape. Is Joan(2) responsible for her choice? It seems so. There is no reason we should think 

otherwise. Joan(1) and Joan(2) both made their choices on the basis of reasons and neither of them 

were coerced. There does not appear to be any reason to privilege Joan(1) over Joan(2), so if Joan(1) 

is responsible for choosing to report her friend, then Joan(2) is also responsible for choosing to let her friend 

escape. 

Finally, let’s consider a third case. Joan(3) has a bank-robbing friend and, for the same reasons 

that Joan(1) and (2) were conflicted, she is conflicted about what to do. She is torn between justice 

and friendship. There is an important difference in this case; unlike Joans (1) and (2), Joan(3) does not 

have indeterminate narcolepsy. However, like Joans(1) and (2), she still has an undetermined “forking 

path” at 2:00 PM. At that moment, Joan(3) will either choose to report her friend to the police or she 

will choose to let her friend escape. Her choice is undetermined. She will make a choice, but prior to 2:00 

PM, it is undetermined which choice she will make.  

If it is undetermined at 2:00 PM whether Joan(3) will voluntarily and intentionally choose to 

report her friend or voluntarily and intentionally choose to do otherwise, then, according to LP*, she 

cannot be responsible for her choice regardless of what she chooses. But that consequence leads to a 
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puzzling situation. Depending on what Joan(3) chooses, what actually occurs in her situation will appear 

identical to either Joan(1) or Joan(2)’s situation. If she chooses to report her friend, then her actual 

course of action appears identical to Joan(1)’s. If she chooses to let her friend escape, then her actual 

course of action appears identical to Joan(2)’s. Suppose Joan(3) chooses to let her friend escape. The 

proponent of LP* is committed to the claim that Joan(3) is not responsible for that choice. But why 

would it be the case that Joan(2) is responsible when Joan(3) is not? The only differences between 

them are the following counterfactual truths. If Joan(2) had not chosen to report her friend, then she 

would have fallen asleep. If Joan(3) had not chosen to report her friend, then she would have chosen to 

let her friend go. This does not seem relevant to the question of whether Joan(3) is responsible for 

her choice. So it appears that if one is going to grant that Joans (1) and (2) are responsible when they 

make their respective choices, then one should also grant Joan(3) is responsible regardless of what she 

chooses. That it was undetermined what Joan(3) would voluntarily choose should not preclude her 

from being responsible. 

We can summarize the argument as follows: 

 
(P1) Joan(1) is responsible for her choice. 

(P2) Joan(2) is responsible for her choice. 

(P3) If Joan(1) and Joan(2) are responsible for their choices, then Joan(3) is responsible for her 

choice regardless of what she chooses (because her actual sequence will be identical to either 

Joan(1) or Joan(2)’s). 

(C) Joan(3) is responsible for her choice regardless of which she chooses. 

 

Joan(3)’s choice is an undetermined one. It is undetermined whether she voluntarily and intentionally 

chooses to report her friend or voluntarily and intentionally does otherwise. But, I argue, she is 
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responsible for her choice regardless of what she chooses, so she is a counterexample to LP*.10 The 

luck problem appears to be no problem at all. 

In addition to the argument above, compatibilists have further reason to accept that Joan(3) 

is responsible for her choice. This is because, regardless of what Joan(3) chooses, she will satisfy many 

compatibilists accounts of freedom and responsibility. Consider the classic conditional analysis of 

freedom where an agent’s freedom to perform an action A depends on whether the following sort of 

sentence is true: “If the agent were to choose to do A, then the agent would do A.”11 When Joan(3) 

chooses to report her friend, the following is true: if Joan(3) were to choose not to report her friend, 

then she would not report her friend. And when Joan(3) chooses not to report her friend, the following 

is true: if Joan(3) were to choose to report her friend, then she would report her friend. So Joan(3) 

appears to satisfy this analysis of freedom and responsibility. 

Of course, the classic conditional analysis has significant flaws, so it is no longer endorsed by 

many compatibilists.12 But Joan(3) satisfies other contemporary compatibilist accounts of freedom and 

responsibility, as well. Consider the prominent account defended by John Martin Fischer and Mark 

Ravizza.13 They distinguish between two kinds of control—regulative control and guidance control—and 

claim that responsibility depends only on whether an agent has guidance control. I argue that Joan(3) 

can have guidance control despite the fact that her choice is undetermined.  

In Neil Levy’s discussion of the luck problem, he argues that undetermined choices preclude 

even guidance control. He says that undetermined choices “fail to give us [guidance] control… because 

it is a matter of luck that the agent chooses… the action he actually performs.” 14 But Levy does not 

																																																								
10 Fischer (2012) offers a similar solution to the luck problem. However, there is an important difference between 

our solutions. His series of cases involve an external indeterminate mechanism, which renders one way of choosing to be 
the agent’s own and the other way of choosing to be externally “forced.” As such, the case would be a counterexample to 
LP, but not to LP* whereas Joan(3) is a counterexample to LP*. Thanks to [redacted] for bringing this case to my attention. 

11 Fischer (2007), 49. 
12 Ibid., 49-53. 
13 Fischer (1982) and Fischer and Ravizza (1999) and (2000).  
14 Levy (2011), 42. 
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specify which conditions of guidance control are supposedly not met in such cases. In what follows, 

describe the conditions for guidance control and argue that even undetermined choices can satisfy 

them. 

Roughly put, an agent has regulative control if and only if she has control over which possible 

outcome becomes the actual outcome. Fischer and Ravizza claim that, in Frankfurt-style cases, the 

agent involved fails to have regulative control—the agent doesn’t have the ability to do other than 

what she actually does. The agent can’t have control over which outcome is the actual outcome 

because there is only one possible outcome. However, in Frankfurt-style cases, the agent involved can 

still have guidance control and so he can be responsible for his actions. Roughly put, an agent exercises 

guidance control over his behavior if and only if the mechanism that produces his behavior is the 

“agent’s own” and it is “moderately reasons-responsive.”15 I’ll discuss both of these notions briefly. 

 First, a mechanism is an agent’s own if that agent takes responsibility for the mechanism and the 

actions that are produced by the mechanism. An agent is said to take responsibility for these when he 

“…views himself as an agent… [and] believes that he is a fair target of certain responses—the “reactive 

attitudes” and certain practices, such as punishment”16—with respect to those actions. Second, they 

give the following analysis of reasons-responsive mechanisms. 

 
A mechanism of kind K is moderately responsive to reason to the extent that, holding fixed 
the operation of a K-type mechanism, the agent would recognize reasons… in such a way as to 
give rise to an understandable pattern (from the viewpoint of a third party who understands 
the agent’s values and beliefs), and would react to at least one sufficient reason to do otherwise 
(in some possible scenario).17 

 

																																																								
15 Fischer (2007), 78. 
16 Fischer and Ravizza (2000), 442. 
17 Ibid., 444 (original emphasis). 
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Roughly put, a mechanism is reasons responsive if and only if the behavior it produces is 

understandable and there is some possible scenario in which there is some reason that is sufficient to 

make the mechanism bring about different behavior.  

 We are now in a position to see how Joan(3) would satisfy the compatibilist account put forth 

by Fischer and Ravizza. It’s not clear whether Joan(3) has regulative control, but we can set that issue 

aside because, according to their theory, regulative control is not required for responsibility. We only 

need to establish that Joan(3) has guidance control. And it seems that she does. First, there is no reason 

to think that the mechanism that produces Joan(3)’s choice cannot be her own. That is, it’s certainly 

possible that she would take responsibility for her choice (either way) and endorse it as her own. She 

has reasons for making both choices, but she knows that she can only make one choice or the other. 

And nothing about the scenario rules out the possibility that, regardless of which choice she makes, 

she will view herself as an agent that is the appropriate target for reactive attitudes or some forms of 

punishment. 

Second, it appears that the mechanism that produces Joan(3)’s choice is moderately reasons-

responsive. Recall that a mechanism is moderately reasons-responsive if and only if (i) the pattern of 

behavior it produces is understandable from a third-personal perspective, and (ii) the mechanism is 

sensitive to some sufficient reason to do otherwise. Joan(3) appears to satisfy these conditions. 

Regardless of what she chooses, her behavior can form an understandable pattern from a third-

personal perspective. Some might object here and insist that the fact that the choice is undetermined 

means that there could be no understandable pattern of behavior. I think that to make this objection 

would be to confuse ‘understandable’ with ‘predictable’. I admit that the pattern might be 

unpredictable (because the choice is undetermined), but why think that it must not be understandable? 

Joan(3) is conflicted! If she has conflicting reasons and she gives them roughly the same weight, then 

it is quite understandable that her pattern of behavior in these kinds of situations would be unpredictable. 
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Furthermore, there will be some possible scenario in which Joan(3) would react to some sufficient reason. 

The case as described is such that Joan(3) does not have a sufficient reason to make one choice rather 

than the other, so her choice is undetermined. But nothing rules out the possibility that Joan(3)’s 

choice could have been determined if she were in possession of additional reasons. Nothing about the 

case rules out the possibility that, if Joan(3) were aware of sufficient reason R, then her choice would 

be determined rather than undetermined. The mechanism that produces Joan(3)’s choice is reasons-

responsive. It appears that, regardless of what she chooses, Joan(3) can have guidance control and 

satisfy the Fischer-Ravizza compatibilist account of responsibility. 

 

3. Objections and Replies 

One might object to my argument by granting that Joan(1) and Joan(2) are responsible, but arguing 

that there is a morally relevant difference between them and Joan(3). This difference would be what 

makes it the case that Joan(3) is not responsible for her choice while Joans(1) and (2) are. It would be 

an argument for the falsity of (P3) in my argument. There are two ways this objection might be made. 

 

3.1 The “No Contrastive Explanation” Objection 

One way to make the objection is to argue, as Neil Levy does, that “an adequate account of moral 

responsibility must have the resources to explain choices contrastively.” He says, “It is not enough to 

offer an explanation of why the agent chose as she did, if we leave unexplained why she chose one 

option and not another.”18 In order for an agent to be responsible for choosing x, there must be more 

than just an explanation of why she chose x. There must be an explanation for why she chose x rather than 

y. Call this the contrastive explanation condition. If this condition is true and a contrastive explanation is 

																																																								
18 Levy (2011), 43 (original emphasis). Others have framed the luck problem in terms of a failure of contrastive 

explanation including Ginet (1990) and Mele (2006). 
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not available in the case of Joan(3), then it could be the case that Joan(1) and Joan(2) are responsible 

for their choices while Joan(3) is not responsible for her choice. 

To see this, let us consider why the Joans made their decisions. Why did Joan(1) choose to 

report her friend rather than not? She had reason to. She did not want her friend to go to prison, but 

she also wanted to see that justice was served. Why did Joan(2) choose to let her friend escape rather 

than report her? She wanted to see justice served, but she also did not want her friend to go to prison. 

In both cases the explanation is sufficient for the choice that was made. We have a contrastive 

explanation, so contrastive explanation condition is satisfied. Now let us suppose that Joan(3) chose 

to report her friend rather than not. Why did she do so? We could offer the same explanation: She did 

not want her friend to go to prison, but she also wanted to see that justice was served. But, although 

that might be an explanation for why she chose to report her friend, that does not appear to be sufficient for 

explaining why she chose to report her friend rather than chose let her friend escape. Suppose we rewound time 

and played through the scenario again. This time, Joan(3) chooses to let her friend escape. The very 

same explanation for why she chose to report her friend in the first instance will be what explains why 

she chose to let her friend in the second instance. If a single explanation can be offered for two 

different outcomes, then it is difficult to see how a contrastive explanation could be made. If a 

contrastive explanation is required for responsibility and one is unavailable in this case, then, the 

objection goes, Joan(3) cannot responsible even if Joan(1) and Joan(2) are. 

There are two responses to this objection. First, it is not clear that there cannot be a contrastive 

explanation for why Joan(3) makes the choice that she does. One might think that causal determinism 

is required for contrastive explanations, but many disagree. Christopher Hitchcock argues forcefully 

that indeterministic contrastive explanations are possible.19 Whether a contrastive explanation is 

																																																								
19 Hitchcock (1999). He also offers an explanation for why one might have an intuition to the contrary. He 

suggests that the intuition contrastive explanations require determinism could be a vestige of one’s intuition that all explanations 
require determinism. 
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possible depends on the presuppositions involved when asking why something happened rather than 

some specific alternative. And, under a certain set of presuppositions, a contrastive explanation will 

be available to answer the question of why Joan(3) chose not to report her friend rather than 

otherwise.20 

Alfred Mele argues that this does not solve the problem because, in his formulation of the 

luck problem, “everything that is explanatorily relevant to… [the undetermined choice at time t] is 

presupposed, for the entire history of the world up to t and the world’s laws of nature are 

presupposed.”21 If every fact about the world up to the moment of choice is presupposed, then there 

will be no way to explain why Joan(3) chose as she did rather than otherwise. However, that only 

means that there will be some contexts (such as the context where Mele stipulates what is presupposed) 

where the question “Why did Joan(3) choose to report her friend rather than not?” will not have a 

contrastive explanation. There will be plenty of other contexts where the question is asked and the 

presuppositions are not as exhaustive. In those cases, a contrastive explanation will be available. 

Whether there is a contrastive explanation for Joan(3)’s choosing one thing rather than the other will 

depend on the presuppositions at the context of inquiry. Since a contrastive explanation will be 

available given some presuppositions but not others, the important question to ask is this: what are 

the relevant presuppositions involved when, in an effort to ascertain whether Joan(3) is responsible 

for her choice, one asks “Why did Joan(3) choose to report her friend rather than not?”22 This is 

difficult to answer, but it seems at least possible that a contrastive explanation will be available in such 

situations. 

																																																								
20 Clarke (1996, 2005) argues for this point. 
21 Mele (2006). 
22 It could be that, even when restricting our focus to cases where we are attempting to ascertain whether an 

agent is responsible, there will be many different contexts that permit many different presuppositions. This could have 
interesting implications for the context-sensitivity of attributions of responsibility, but that discussion is outside the scope 
of this paper. 
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The second way to defend against this objection is to simply reject the contrastive explanation 

condition. This is my preferred defense against the objection. There does not appear to be any 

argument given in support of the claim that responsibility requires contrastive explanation. It is 

supposed to be intuitively true, but I fail to feel the force of it. Furthermore, I think there is a plausible 

explanation for why one might have the mistaken intuition in support of the condition. Hitchcock 

noted that many of us suffer from the “demons of determinism” where, even though we reject the 

idea that explanations are only possible given determinism (in light of forceful arguments), we still 

find ourselves tempted by old intuitions to the contrary. I think it is these same demons that make the 

contrastive explanation requirement seem plausible. The story goes as follows. Intuitively, it is a 

necessary condition for responsibility that there be some explanation for why an agent made the choice 

that she did. And, given our demons of determinism, we mistakenly confuse the fact that there is no 

contrastive explanation for why Joan(3) chose as she did with the idea that there is no explanation for why 

Joan(3) chose as she did. Given this conflation, the contrastive explanation condition seems plausible. 

But I think that, when one focuses on the fact that indeterministic explanations are available for such 

choices (even if not they are not contrastive), then the contrastive explanation condition on 

responsibility seems much less plausible. There is a simple explanation of why Joan(3) chose what she 

did. She decided on the basis of her reasons. If Joan(3)’s actual sequence is identical to either Joan(1) 

and Joan(2)’s, then it is strange to insist that she is not responsible (given that Joans (1) and (2) are 

responsible) simply because there is not a contrastive explanation for her choice. There is still an 

explanation for why she made her choice and that is what matters for responsibility. 

 

3.2 The “No Antecedent Control” Objection 

Another way to make the objection (that Joan(3) is not responsible despite Joan(1) and Joan(2) being 

responsible) would be to argue that Joan(3) fails to have a specific kind of control that Joan(1) and 
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Joan(2) have. Ishtiyaque Haji argues along these lines in his own formulation of the luck problem. He 

claims that agents with determined actions have antecedent control over their choices and this kind of 

control is necessary for moral responsibility. He then argues that such control is impossible for agents 

with undetermined choices. 

Haji illustrates this objection with the following “rerun” thought experiment: 

 
[Suppose] God has a thousand times caused the world to revert to precisely its state at the 
moment just before [Joan(3)’s decision], and… in half of the reruns [she] decides to [report 
her friend] and in the remaining half [she] decides to [let her friend go]. …the control [Joan(3)] 
lacks in each rerun is antecedent control… to see to it that, in that rerun, [she reports her friend] 
rather than [not] and vice versa.”23 

 

Haji’s point is that an undetermined choice necessarily precludes antecedent control. If Joan(3)’s choice 

about whether to report her friend is undetermined, then it is impossible for her to see to it that she 

reports her friend before that choice occurs. 

 I think that this objection is unsuccessful because it fails to distinguish between having 

antecedent control and exercising antecedent control.24 Consider the following example. Suppose that 

I am sitting in front of two buttons—a red button and a green one. These buttons control two lights—

a red light and a green light. If I press the red button, the red light goes on and if I press the green 

button a green light goes on. However, if I do not press a button by 2:00 PM, then one of the lights 

will turn on, but it is undetermined which one it will be. Suppose I don’t press either of the buttons, 

2:00 PM arrives, and the green light goes on. It seems clear that this is a case where I had antecedent 

control over which light comes on, but I did not exercise that control. It is true that, if 2:00 PM arrives 

and I have not pressed a button, then I will have failed to exercise antecedent control. But the fact 

																																																								
23 Haji (2001), 189-190. His case was about Jones’s decision of whether smoke, but, for the sake of considering 

a single set of cases, I’ve modified it to Jane(3)’s decision of whether to report her friend. Haji’s argument is a variation of 
Peter van Inwagen’s “rollback” version of the luck argument (1986, 2000) with the primary difference being that van 
Inwagen frames the issue in terms of ability rather than antecedent control. 

24 Franklin (2011) offers a similar reply to Haji. 
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that which light turned on was undetermined does not entail that I did not have antecedent control 

over which light turned on. Similarly, if 2:00 PM arrives for Joan(3) and she has not exercised 

antecedent control, then her choice will be undetermined, but that does not entail that she failed to 

have antecedent control over her choice. Perhaps she could have done something else—prior to 2:00 

PM—that would have determined her choice one way or another. If that is possible—and nothing about 

the scenario described precludes that possibility—then undetermined choices do not preclude 

antecedent control. 

 

4. Conclusion and Implications 

The Joan thought experiments do not support the claim that responsibility is compatible with 

undetermined choices per se. They support the conditional claim that if responsibility is compatible 

with determined choices, then it is compatible with undetermined choices. It is important to 

distinguish between these two claims and what they mean for each side of the free will debate. The 

latter claim may not be much help to libertarians because they reject the antecedent. They think that 

responsibility is not compatible with determinism, so they cannot appeal to my argument to defend 

their view.  

 Although a libertarian cannot use my argument to defend libertarianism, it may be dialectically 

helpful to some libertarians. It is primarily (though not exclusively) compatibilists who maintain that 

undetermined choices are a problem for libertarianism and my argument poses a challenge to such 

compatibilists. If one is going to accept that an agent can be responsible for a determined choice, then 

one should also accept that an agent can be responsible for an undetermined choice. If a compatibilist 

disagrees, then the burden of proof is on her to explain why Joan(3) cannot be responsible for her 

choice when Joan (1) and (2) are responsible for theirs. The upside for libertarians is that compatibilists 
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should not think that libertarianism has a luck problem. The downside for libertarians is that, by their 

own lights, libertarianism might still have a luck problem. 

 Although compatibilists and libertarians combined make up a majority of those in the free will 

debate, there are, of course, more views in the debate than just those two. For example, there are those 

who maintain that responsibility is incompatible determinism, but also maintain that responsibility is 

incompatible with indeterminism.25 If one holds such a view, then the Joan cases will be unhelpful in 

persuading them. After all, there is a compatibilist intuition that underlies my argument. I appeal to 

the importance of what occurs in the actual sequence of events to support the claim that Joan(1) is 

responsible for her choice.26 However, the primary debate in the free will literature is between 

compatibilists and libertarians, so I think that this conditional claim is still an important addition to 

the discussion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
25 See Pereboom (2006) and Levy (2011).  
26 To see another way this argument depends on a compatibilist intuition, let us return to the case of Joan(1). I 

claimed that if she chooses to report her friend, then she’s responsible for that choice. There were only two physically 
possible outcomes for her—she would choose to report her friend or she would fall asleep. It seems obvious that the fact 
that she might fall asleep does not play any role in explaining why she is responsible for her choice. Now consider another 
modified version of the Joan case—call it Joan(0). Joan(0) does not have indeterminate narcolepsy—she lives in a 
deterministic world. As it turns out, Joan(0) chooses to report her friend to the police. If you think that Joan(1) is 
responsible for her choice, it is, presumably, because you think Joan(0) is responsible for her choice. 
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