
The Pragmatic Approach to Libertarian Free
Will: Debunking Common Misconceptions
In the field of philosophy, the concept of free will has long been a subject of
heated debate. One school of thought, known as libertarianism, argues that
individuals have the ability to make free choices, independent of any external
restraints. This belief has faced significant criticism, with skeptics questioning the
compatibility of free will and determinism. However, a pragmatic approach to
libertarian free will, as discussed in the highly regarded book "Routledge Studies
In Contemporary Philosophy," provides fresh insights into understanding human
agency.

The Concept of Libertarian Free Will

Libertarian free will suggests that humans possess the capacity to make choices
that are not influenced by prior causes or external factors. According to this
theory, individuals have the ability to act freely, unconstrained by deterministic
forces. In other words, libertarianism argues for the existence of a limited form of
free will, where our actions are not predetermined and solely determined by
external factors but rather influenced by our internal desires, beliefs, and
intentions.

Challenges to Libertarian Free Will

Critics of libertarian free will often point out the inherent clash between this
concept and the laws of physics and causality. Determinism, the belief that every
event is caused by prior events and conditions, seems to contradict the notion of
individuals making free choices. How can free will exist if all events are simply
products of past causes? This is the central question raised against
libertarianism.
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The Pragmatic Approach

"Routledge Studies In Contemporary Philosophy" offers a pragmatic approach to
libertarian free will that bridges the gap between determinism and agency.
Instead of viewing free will as an all-or-nothing proposition, this approach
acknowledges the influences of both internal desires and external factors on
human decision-making.

According to this pragmatic approach, while humans may not have absolute
freedom from external constraints, we possess a degree of freedom within the
boundaries of our circumstances. Our choices may be influenced by various
factors such as cultural norms, upbringing, education, and personal experiences,
but these factors do not completely determine our actions.

Debunking Misconceptions

There are several common misconceptions about libertarian free will that a
pragmatic approach can debunk. One such misconception is the belief that
libertarianism denies the influence of external factors altogether. In reality, the
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pragmatic approach recognizes that external influences play a role in shaping our
choices, but they do not eliminate the possibility of free will.

Another misconception is that libertarianism implies randomness in decision-
making. Critics argue that if decisions are entirely random, they cannot be
considered acts of free will. However, the pragmatic approach emphasizes that
free will is not synonymous with randomness. Rather, it suggests that our choices
are influenced by a complex interplay of internal and external factors, which can
still result in purposeful action.

Implications and Significance

The pragmatic approach to libertarian free will has significant implications for
various areas of life, including ethics, law, and personal responsibility. By
understanding the factors that shape our choices, we can better evaluate the
moral implications of our actions and hold individuals accountable for their
decisions.

From a legal standpoint, this approach challenges the traditional notion of
criminal responsibility. If external influences partially shape our choices, should
we hold individuals solely accountable for their actions? This question sparks a
fresh debate within the legal community, ultimately leading to potential reforms in
criminal justice systems.

On a personal level, embracing a pragmatic approach to libertarian free will can
empower individuals to make conscious choices. By recognizing the various
factors that influence our decision-making, we can strive for greater self-
awareness and take responsibility for our actions.

The pragmatic approach to libertarian free will offers a nuanced understanding of
human agency, taking into account both internal desires and external influences.



By debunking common misconceptions and addressing the challenges posed by
determinism, this approach provides a compelling argument for the existence of
free will within the boundaries of our circumstances. As our understanding of
human nature continues to evolve, embracing a pragmatic approach allows us to
navigate the complex realities of choice and decision-making in a more
enlightened manner.
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A Pragmatic Approach to Libertarian Free Will argues that the kind of free will
required for moral responsibility and just desert is libertarian free will. It is a
source of great controversy whether such a libertarian view is coherent and
whether we should believe that we have such free will. This book explains and
defends Robert Kane’s conception of libertarian free will while departing from it in
certain key respects. It is argued that a suitably modified Kanean model of free
will can be shown to be conceptually coherent. In addition, it is argued that while
we lack sufficient epistemic grounds supporting belief in the existence of
libertarian free will, we may still be justified in believing in it for moral reasons. As
such, the book engages critically with the works of a growing number of
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philosophers who argue that we should jettison belief in the existence of desert-
grounding free will and the practices of praise and blame and reward and
punishment which it supports.
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