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A closer look at the literature on so-called ‘neuroscientific threats to free will’ reveals that, in the most
pressing cases, the success of these empirical challenges - whether or not they compel us to endorse a
form of free will skepticism - hinges upon the correct formulation of their ezpirical premise viz. the claim
that the relevant neuroscientific results can be plausibly said to establish. In this paper I argue for the
novel view that the empirical premise in neuroscientific arguments against free will cannot, as has
previously been assumed, be ascertained within the purview of philosophy of mind and free will alone,
but instead requires close attention to the broader explanatory project of cognitive neuroscience, discussion
of which is prevalent in contemporary philosophy of science (Craver 2007). Taking the most substantial
and pressing threat to free will from neuroscience as my focus- the threat from #nconscions initiation of action
- 1 argue that, on a mechanistic reading, such a threat is rendered illusory. This is based on two
considerations (i) that initiation incontrovertibly implies the presence of a causal relation between the
initiating event and the event which is initiated and (i) that, according to standard readings, constitutive
mechanistic phenomena bear a constitutive, non-causal relation to their component parts in a manner which
precludes znterlevel causation between a component acting-entity (indicated by unconscious brain activity)
and a constitutive phenomenon (volitional free action) required for the notion of initiation to get off the
ground. I conclude with a discussion of how the explanatory account of neuroscience detailed by the
new mechanists might prove to be of further, positive, use to the free will debate, providing the
foundations of an empirically validated account of how free will looks when its’ working.

References

e Bayne, Tim (2011). Libet and the case for free will scepticism. In Richard Swinburne (ed.), Free
Will and Modern Science. Oup/British Academy.

e Bechtel, William (2005). Explanation: A mechanist alternative. Szudies in History and Philosophy of
Biol and Biomed Sci 36(2):421-441.

e Craver Carl V., (2007). Explaining the Brain: Mechanisms and the Mosaic Unity of Neuroscience. Oxtord
University Press, Clarendon Press.

e Craver, Carl F. & Bechtel, William (2007). Top-down causation without top-down causes. Bio/ogy
and Philosophy 22(4):547-563.

e Haggard, Patrick (2011). Does brain science change our view of free will? In Richard Swinburne
(ed.), Free Will and Modern Science. Oup/British Academy.

e Krickel, Beate (2017). Making Sense of Interlevel Causation in Mechanisms from a Metaphysical
Perspective. Journal for General Philosophy of Science | Zeitschrift fuiir Allgemeine Wissenschaftstheorie
48(3):453-4068.

e Levy, Neil (2014). Consciousness and Moral Responsibility. Oxford University Press.

e Roskies, Adina L. (2011). Why Libet's Studies Don't Pose a Threat to Free Will. In L. Nadel &
W.

e Schurger, A., Mylopoulos, M., and Rosenthal, D. (2016). Neural antecedents of spontaneous
voluntary movement: a new perspective. Trends Cogn. Sec. 20, 77-79. doi:
10.1016/j.tics.2015.11.003

e Schlosser, Markus E. (2014). The neuroscientific study of free will: A diagnosis of the
controversy. Synthese 191(2):245-262.

e Soon, C. S., Brass, M., Heinze, H. J., and Haynes, J. D. (2008). Unconscious determinants of free
decisions in the human brain. Naz. Neurosci. 11, 543-545. doi: 10.1038 /nn.2112

e Soon, C. S., He, A. H., Bode, S., and Haynes, J. D. (2013). Predicting free choices for abstract
intentions. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U S A 110, 5733-5734. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1212218110



