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According to event-causal libertarianism, an action is free in the sense 
relevant to moral responsibility when it is caused indeterministically 
by an agent’s beliefs, desires, intentions, or by their occurrences. This 
paper attempts to clarify one of the major objections to this theory: the 
objection that the theory cannot explain the relevance of indeterminism 
to this kind of freedom (known as free will). Christopher Evan Franklin 
(2011, 2018) has argued that the problem of explaining the relevance 
of indeterminism to free will (which he calls “the problem of enhanced 
control”) arises because it is difficult to see how indeterminism could 
enhance our abilities, and disappears when we realize that beside the 
relevant abilities free will requires opportunities. In this paper, I argue 
that the problem occurs not because of the focus on abilities, but because 
of the difficulty to explain how indeterminism could contribute to the 
satisfaction of the sourcehood condition of free will in the framework of 
event-causal theory of action.

Keywords: free will, indeterminism, control, event-causal libertar-
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1. Introduction
According to the ‘standard version’ of event-causal libertarianism, a 
person acts with free will when the person’s action is caused indeter-
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ministically (and non-deviantly1) by his or her mental states of the rel-
evant kind (his or her desires, beliefs, intentions or their occurrences).2 
This theory is appealing to many philosophers  because it combines 
incompatibilism (the thesis that free will requires the falsity of deter-
minism) with a metaphysically modest theory of human agency—the 
event-causal theory.3 However, many philosophers find it problematic, 
among other reasons, because it seems unable to explain adequately 
the relevance of indeterminism to free will (control necessary for moral 
responsibility) (Pereboom 2001: 49; Clark 2003). According to event-
causal libertarian theory, agents in deterministic worlds don’t have 
free will because of determinism, even if their actions are caused by 
their beliefs and desires. However, if the causal relations between their 
mental states and actions are indeterministic—the theory says—their 
actions are free actions. Many critics find this claim difficult to accept. 
They find it incredible that mere chance in the causal relation between 
one’s mental states and actions could account for the difference be-
tween an unfree and a free action. They ask the following question: 
how could the mere possibility of an agent’s mental states causing an 
alternative decision entail that the agent exercised more control (than 
he or she would have exercised otherwise) in making the decision he or 
she actually made?

Christopher Evan Franklin (2011, 2018) has offered an interesting 
reply to this challenge which he named “the problem of enhanced con-
trol”. According to Franklin, critics of event-causal libertarianism are 
right that indeterminism by itself cannot enhance control: no one has 
more control simply because it is possible that he or she will do other-
wise. However, in his view, indeterminism is not the only difference 
between free and unfree agency on event-causal libertarian theory. For 
in virtue of indeterminism, he argues, event-causal libertarian agents 

1 A piece of behavior could be caused by an agent’s mental states in a way that 
undermines its being a free and intentional action. Thus, an agent may desire very 
much to do something and believe that she can do it by moving her body in a certain 
way, and that desire and belief could cause her body to move in that way. However, 
the relevant bodily movement would not be an intentional and free action if it were 
caused by the desire and belief via a causal chain which involves a reflex reaction 
of the agent’s motor system triggered by the agent’s excitement at the prospect of 
performing the action in question (see Davidson 1980: 78–79).

2 Another version of this theory locates indeterminism in the processes that give 
rise to beliefs and desires (see Clarke 2003: Ch. 4).

3 This is so because it explains free action in terms of the causal relations 
between events, which is the dominant way of explaining processes in nature, and 
because causation is widely regarded as a relation between events. In contrast, 
the agent-causal libertarian theory, according to which free actions are caused 
directly by agents as substances, is regarded by many philosophers as obscure and 
empirically implausible, or even as incoherent (Clark 2003: Ch. 10; Pereboom 2001: 
Ch. 3). For arguments in favor of the agent-causal theory see Taylor (1966) and 
O’Connor (2000). For arguments in favor of event-causal libertarianism see (Kane 
1996; Balaguer 2004; Mele 2006: Ch. 5; Van Inwagen 1983: 137–50;).
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have the opportunity to do otherwise which compatibilist agents lack.4 
This is significant, he claims, because the opportunity in question al-
lows the former agents to exercise their ability to do otherwise and thus 
control how their lives unfold.5 In his view, critics have failed to notice 
this due to their focus on abilities: not being able to see how indeter-
minism could provide new abilities, they concluded that indeterminism 
constitutes the only difference between event-causal libertarianism 
and compatibilism, and that indeterminism per se enhances control ac-
cording to the former theory.

However, is the focus on abilities really what has led the critics to 
this conclusion? And, can the problem of enhanced control be solved by 
invoking the opportunity to do otherwise? I argue in this paper that the 
answers to these questions are negative. I argue that the problem of en-
hanced control does not arise because of the focus on abilities in general, 
or the ability to do otherwise in particular, but because it is not clear how 
indeterminism by itself, or via indeterministic alternative possibilities 
(ability and opportunity to do otherwise), contributes to the satisfaction 
of the sourcehood condition of free will—the condition which says that 
in order to have free will one must be an appropriate source of action.6

I begin my discussion of the problem of enhanced control by pre-
senting Harry Frankfurt’s famous argument against the relevance of 
alternative possibilities to moral responsibility. I do that because his 
argument rests on certain assumptions about free will—assumptions 
involving sourcehood—that, in my view, give rise to this problem. By 
considering event-causal libertarianism in the light of those assump-
tions, I provide an account of the problem that puts emphasis on the 
notion of sourcehood.7 Next, I compare my account with Franklin’s 

4 Franklin provides an argument for the incompatibility of determinism and 
the opportunity to do otherwise which he calls “The No Opportunity Argument” 
(Franklin 2011: 699–705). Van Miltenburg and Ometto (2016: 9–11) present an 
objection to his argument.

5 Franklin suggests that the word “free” in the expression “free will” refers to 
the relevant opportunity, whereas “will” refers to the relevant ability (or abilities) 
(Franklin 2018: 60).

6 The problem in the focus of this paper is an instance of a “general problem of 
enhanced control” that threatens any theory of free will in which mere indeterminism 
makes a difference between free and unfree agency. Richard Taylor’s agent-causal 
libertarian theory, for example, is a theory of this type. Consequently, it faces the 
problem of enhanced control too (see Gary Watson 2004b: 193–194). My analysis of 
the problem as applied to event-causal libertarianism was inspired by Gary Watson’s 
thesis that any theory which considers alternative possibilities and sourcehood 
(self-determination in Watson’s terminology) as logically independent conditions, is 
bound to fail (Watson 2004b: 193).

7 What exactly is the sourcehood condition? As I mentioned above, it is a condition 
according to which free will requires that one is, or that one has the power to be, an 
appropriate source of action (in the sense relevant to freedom and responsibility). 
But what does that mean? Perhaps the best way to answer this question involves 
giving examples of failures to be such a source. It is clear, for instance, that when one 
moves as a result of being pushed by another person or does something as a result of 
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(in key respects) and argue that my account explains better than his 
the worry that indeterminism constitutes the only difference between 
event-causal libertarianism and compatibilism. Finally, I consider po-
tential objections to my account and reveal an important connection 
between the problem of enhanced control and the debate about the pos-
sibility of control over “passive omissions”.8

2. Indeterminism as a Frankfurt-style intervener
Central to Frankfurt’s argument against the relevance of alternative 
possibilities to moral responsibility is the following example:

Suppose someone—Black, let us say—wants Jones to perform a certain ac-
tion. Black is prepared to go to considerable lengths to get his way, but he 
prefers to avoid showing his hand unnecessarily. So he waits until Jones is 
about to make up his mind what to do, and he does nothing unless it is clear 
to him (Black is an excellent judge of such things) that Jones is going to de-
cide to do what he wants him to do. If it does become clear that Jones is go-
ing to decide to do something else, Black takes effective steps to ensure that 
Jones decides to do, and that he does do, what he wants him to do. Whatever 
Jones’s initial preferences and inclinations, then, Black will have his way… 
Now suppose that Black never has to show his hand because Jones, for rea-
sons of his own, decides to perform and does perform the very action Black 
wants him to perform. (Frankfurt 2003/1969: 21–22)

This scenario supposedly supports the thesis that someone or some-
thing could deprive an agent of alternative possibilities while being 
totally irrelevant to the explanation of the agent’s behavior. Because of 
Black, Jones could not have done otherwise, but that has no relevance 
an irresistible desire, one does not originate the movement and the action in question, 
in the way necessary for being morally responsible. The same is the case when one 
acts under some kind of hypnosis or as a result of certain kinds of manipulation. In 
those cases one does not have control necessary for moral responsibility because one 
does not determine for oneself what one does, and one is not a true author of one’s 
action. Thus, to have control necessary for moral responsibility one must satisfy the 
sourcehood condition, and to satisfy that condition certain factors must not play a 
role in the origination of one’s action. What exactly those factors are, do they include 
determinism, what factors must play a role in the origination of one’s action, and 
what role must they play for the sourcehood condition to be satisfied are difficult 
questions. Agent-causal libertarians, for instance, argue that factors which play a 
role in origination necessarily include the agent-causal power, while event-causal 
libertarians argue that those factors must involve only certain psychological events. 
For an in-depth analysis of the notion of sourcehood see Timpe (2012).

8 Ishtiyaque Haji has offered yet another explanation of the worry that event-
causal libertarianism cannot provide an account of enhanced control (Haji 2013: 
227–246). According to Haji, this theory cannot provide an adequate account of 
enhanced control because indeterminism diminishes control. However, I will not 
discuss this explanation here for two reasons. First, if the account of the problem of 
enhanced control I will present is correct, there is no need to appeal to the alleged 
control-diminishing effects of indeterminism to explain that problem. Second, Haji’s 
explanation does not concern the worry that indeterminism is the only difference 
between event-causal libertarianism and compatibilism, and, explaining that worry 
is one of my main goals in this paper.
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to the explanation of Jones’ action. For Jones performed the action on 
his own, for his own reasons.

Why is this important to the question about the relevance of alter-
native possibilities to moral responsibility? It is important, Frankfurt 
points out, because to be relevant to moral responsibility, something 
must bear on, or explain what actually happens, that is, explain how an 
action occurs (2006/1969: 23). This principle, together with the example 
above, leads to the conclusion that having alternative possibilities is ir-
relevant to moral responsibility.  That is so because, if the example is 
coherent, that is, if Black’s depriving Jones of alternative possibilities 
really has no relevance to the explanation of Jones’ behavior, given this 
principle, Black’s activity, and consequently, Jones’ lack of alternative 
possibilities, are irrelevant to Jones’ moral responsibility.

The fact that the principle in question seems intuitively very plau-
sible, explains why the debate about Frankfurt’s argument has been 
focused on the coherence of his example.9 However, the same principle, 
or more precisely, a version of the principle in which the phrase “moral 
responsibility” is replaced by the phrase “free will”, explains why the 
problem of enhanced control is so difficult, and why the reference to al-
ternative possibilities (the ability/opportunity to do otherwise) cannot 
solve it.10 In the light of this principle, which I will call “E” (as a short-
hand for the phrase “Explanatory Principle”), an alternative possibility 
(AP) is relevant to free will only if it plays some role in the production 
of an action (and thus explains the occurrence of that action). Thus, ac-
cording to this principle, an AP that indeterminism provides according 
to even-causal libertarianism is relevant to free will only if it is rel-
evantly different from Frankfurt’s Black. But, is that the case? In my 
view, the answer is “no”. For just like Black in Frankfurt’s example, an 
indeterministic AP plays no role in the production of an event-causal 
libertarian action since it has no bearing on the reasons for which the 
action was performed, or on the powers exercised in its performance.11 

9 For an objection to this principle see Widerker (2003: 61–62), and Ginet 
(2003/1996: 82–83). I present and respond to the objection in question in section 4.

10 The following argumentation does not depend on the soundness of Frankfurt’s 
argument (which I actually don’t find convincing). It relies only on the plausibility 
of the principle in question (which I find very convincing). I don’t find Frankfurt’s 
argument convincing because I don’t believe that a Frankfurt-style scenario—a 
scenario in which something deprives an agent of alternative possibilities without 
having an effect on what actually happens—is in fact possible. For this reason, I 
don’t consider all the objections to Frankfurt’s argument in this paper, but only 
those that question the relevant principle. For an analysis of the debate concerning 
Frankfurt’s argument see Widerker and McKenna (2003: 1–13).

11 Alternative possibilities that agents take into account when deliberating do 
bear on the reasons for which actions are performed. Thus, one might say that he 
or she chose to perform an action because he or she found the action better than 
an alternative action. However, the fact that an alternative is indeterministic adds 
nothing to the reasons one would otherwise have. The reasons we have for actions 
(the reasons we consider in deliberation, not the objective reasons) depend on what 
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That is so because an indeterministic AP, on event-causal libertarian 
theory, has no (positive) effect on what actually happens (i.e. it doesn’t 
provide new causal powers or new reasons for performing actions).12 
Therefore, according to E, there is no relevant difference between an 
event-causal libertarian AP and Frankfurt’s Black. In other words, E 
suggests that event-causal libertarian AP-s (the ability and opportu-
nity to do otherwise) are irrelevant to free will.13

One could object, however, that, perhaps unlike Frankfurt’s Black, 
an event-causal libertarian AP plays a role in the production of an ac-
tion, although only a negative one: it implies that the causes of an ac-
tion did not have to be its causes, that is, did not have to cause it. 
However, this does not make the AP in question relevantly different 
from Black (in the light of E). For what makes E plausible is the no-
tion that having free will means being a true or appropriate source 
of action. This notion, which is one of the central notions in the con-
temporary free will debate, implies that in order for something to be 
relevant to free will, that something must contribute to one’s being an 
appropriate source of actions. And, to do that, it seems that the thing in 
question must contribute to one’s being (more) involved in the produc-
tion of one’s actions. However, the fact that one’s actions merely lack 
deterministic causes implies nothing about one’s involvement in the 
production of those actions.14 Consequently, in the light of E, the fact 

we believe the alternatives are, not on their metaphysical properties.
12 Robert Kane has argued that indeterminism contributes to sourcehood by 

making agents “the ultimate creators (or originators) and sustainers of their own 
ends and purposes” (Kane 1996: 23). However, as Randolph Clarke has noticed, this 
‘ultimacy’ “opens alternatives but does not secure for the agent the exercise of any 
further positive powers to causally influence which of the alternatives left open by 
previous events will be made actual” (Clarke 2003: 108). I will discuss Kane’s view 
in more depth in section 4.

13 An anonymous reviewer has objected that “a libertarian (event-causal 
or otherwise) would reject” the principle E, and that “the principle just seems to 
be a rejection of libertarianism—and as such, seems to beg the question against 
Franklin.” However, not all versions of libertarianism are incompatible with the 
principle E. The traditional (or standard) versions of agent-causal libertarianism, for 
example, are compatible with this principle. According to the theories of this type, 
freedom relevant to moral responsibility requires the power of agents to cause their 
actions qua agents—the agent-causal power. And having this power, or being able to 
exercise it, requires the absence of determination of agents’ actions by prior events, 
that is, it requires the existence of indeterministic alternative possibilities. Now, 
since the agent-causal power explains how (free) actions occur in the agent-causal 
libertarian framework (they are exercises of, or results of the exercises of, the agent-
causal power), and since the alternative possibilities contribute to the existence of 
that power, alternative possibilities also explain (free) actions in that framework 
(indirectly). Therefore, traditional agent-causal libertarian indeterministic alterna
tive possibilities satisfy the principle E. For a useful discussion of agent-causal 
libertarianism see (Nelkin 2011: Ch. 4).

14 Derk Pereboom has made a similar point: “We have already seen that by 
incompatibilist intuitions, an agent is not responsible for decisions determined by 
factors beyond his control. However, if these factors, rather than determining a 
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that indeterminism bears on what happens negatively, makes indeter-
minism no different from Black, that is, it has no relevance to whether 
an action was performed freely.

Therefore, to understand why indeterminism seems irrelevant to 
free will (the control necessary for moral responsibility) in the event-
causal libertarian setting, we do not need to consider the relation be-
tween indeterminism and abilities in general, as Franklin suggests. 
It is sufficient to pay attention to the idea of sourcehood. When we do 
that, indeterminism appears irrelevant to event-causal libertarian free 
will just as Frankfurt’s “counterfactual intervener” Black is irrelevant 
to Jones’ moral responsibility. For just like Black in Frankfurt’s ex-
ample, indeterminism in the event-causal framework has no impact on 
the satisfaction of the sourcehood condition of freedom of the will.

In what follows, I argue that this account of the problem of en-
hanced control is superior to Franklin’s because it explains better than 
his account the worry that indeterminism constitutes the only differ-
ence between event-causal libertarianism and compatibilism.

3. No new abilities vs no difference in sources
As I mentioned in the introduction, Franklin suggests that critics of 
event-causal libertarianism perceive indeterminism as the only differ-
ence between event-causal libertarianism and compatibilism because 
they cannot see how indeterminism could provide new abilities. But 
is it obvious that indeterminism could not provide new abilities in the 
framework of the event-causal theory of action? In my view, it is not 
so because it does not seem inconceivable that indeterminism could do 
that, and because it is plausible to think that changes in the laws of 
nature could affect our abilities.

Franklin believes that indeterminism cannot contribute to abilities 
because he believes that abilities supervene only on intrinsic proper-
ties of agents, i.e. the ways they are constituted, and because inde-
terminism (or determinism for that matter) does not bear on intrinsic 
properties (Franklin 2011: 694–5; 2018: 59–72). However, this view is 
problematic for two reasons. First, as I said, it is plausible to think 
that abilities depend on the laws of nature, and the laws of nature are 
not intrinsic to agents. Franklin could respond that abilities supervene 
on intrinsic properties holding the laws of nature fixed. However, it is 
not clear if this reply is legitimate in the present context because we  
clearly do not hold fixed the laws of nature in discussions of the effects 
of indeterminism on abilities (i.e. the effects of replacing deterministic 
laws with indeterministic laws or vice versa). Second, the existence of 
some of our abilities could depend on our environment in the way in 
which some of our dispositions depend on our environment. For ex-

single decision, simply leave open more than one possibility, and the agent plays 
no further role in determining which possibility is realized, then we have no more 
reason to hold him responsible than we do in deterministic case (Pereboom 2001: 48).
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ample, the existence of my key’s disposition to open my lock seems to 
depend on the existence of my lock. That seems to be the case because 
the content of the disposition in question refers to my lock (Shoemaker 
1980). Similarly, our abilities could depend on external things to which 
their contents are referring.15

The standard response to this argument is that my key does not 
have the disposition to open my lock, but rather the disposition to open 
locks of a kind to which my lock belongs (Molnar 2003). Franklin adopts 
a similar strategy when it comes to abilities. However, he admits that 
it is not obvious that this reply settles the dispute (Franklin 2018: 63).

Thus, it is not clear whether indeterminism could provide new abili-
ties or not. Certainly, the appeal to intrinsic nature of abilities cannot 
settle this issue (at least, not in the current state of the debate). Con-
sequently, when we focus on the relation between indeterminism and 
abilities in general, we don’t see clearly that indeterminism is the only 
difference between event-causal libertarianism and compatibilism. For 
it is not obvious that indeterminism could not provide an agent with 
new abilities. However, when we compare the sources of event-causal 
libertarian and compatibilist actions we see immediately that indeter-
minism is the only difference between the types of agency in question. 
For the only difference between the sources of the event-causal liber-
tarian and compatibilist actions is the absence of deterministic causes 
in the causal histories of the former.

That said, it is perhaps the case that some critics worry both about 
the alternative possibilities and sourcehood when it comes to the event-
causal libertarianism. They worry that adding indeterminism to other 
conditions postulated by this theory cannot produce any new powers 
relevant to freedom and moral responsibility. Nevertheless, defining 
the problem of enhanced control simply in terms of powers would be 
wrong. For even if one could show that indeterminism provides the 
ability to do otherwise in the event-causal framework, or the oppor-
tunity to exercise it, it would remain unclear how that ability or op-
portunity could enhance an agents control over his or her actions. For 
it is not clear how the combination of the ability and the opportunity 
in question could make an agent a more appropriate source of action.16

Let us now look at some potential objections to this account.

15 Ferenc Huoranszki argues that abilities are extrinsic (2011: Ch. 3). However, 
Huoranszki also argues that our abilities do not depend on whether the laws of 
nature are indeterministic or deterministic (2011: Ch. 2).

16 Although I have argued that it is not obvious that indeterminism could not 
provide the ability to do otherwise in the event-causal framework, I am inclined to 
think that it could not in fact do that. I believe that the ability to do otherwise is 
significant to free will. If indeterminism provided the ability to do otherwise it would 
surely enhance control. But, indeterminism in the event causal framework could 
not enhance control, for the reasons I present in this paper. Thus, by reductio ad 
absurdum, indeterminism cannot provide the ability to do otherwise in the relevant 
framework.
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4. Objections
I have argued that the focus on sources of event-causal libertarian and 
compatibilist actions allows us to see clearly that indeterminism can-
not provide enhanced control. However, some philosophers find this 
claim problematic. They argue that the absence of deterministic causes 
in the causal histories of actions is significant because, in virtue of their 
absence, event-causal libertarian actions are not mere outcomes of the 
past and the laws of nature, and that such agents are not “pushed” or 
“manipulated” by the laws and the past.17

This response, however, does not help event-causal libertarianism. 
For to say that event-causal libertarian actions are not mere outcomes 
of the past and the laws of nature suggests that compatibilist actions 
are mere outcomes of the past and the laws. In other words, it suggests 
that compatibilist agents are not really agents but mere transmitters 
of external influences. However, this suggestion is misleading since, 
according to the event-causal theory of action, compatibilist agents are 
agents for the same reason for which event-causal libertarian agents 
are agents: their behavior is caused non-deviantly by the relevant men-
tal states.18 On the other hand, to say that, due to indeterminism, event-
causal libertarian agents are not pushed by the past and the laws of 
nature is useless to event-causal libertarians. For, as Randolph Clarke 
has pointed out, the fact that agents are not pushed by anything exter-
nal, does not entail that they are more pushed by themselves (Clarke 
2003: 106). Similarly, it is clear that the fact that they are not manipu-
lated by the laws and the past (if “manipulation” just means causal 
determination) does not entail that they are more “manipulated by” or 
“controlled” by themselves.

17 For the claim that, given determinism, “the agent is pushed by previous events 
into preferring and acting exactly as she does at each moment”, see Ekstrom (2000: 
190). For the claim that, given indeterminism, actions are not mere outcomes of the 
past and the laws of nature, see Haji (2013).

18 An anonymous referee has observed that this “is, in effect, a one-line rejection 
of the so-called Consequence Argument (Van Inwagen), the point of which is 
precisely to show that under determinism (but not under indeterminism), actions 
are mere outcomes of the past and the laws.” My response to this observation is that, 
if the point of the Consequence Argument were really what the referee claims it is, 
my argument would indeed constitute its refutation. For even under the assumption 
that determinism is incompatible with free will, it is plausible to make a distinction 
between an intentional action and something that merely happens to someone. For 
example, it is plausible to say that it is not the same thing if I move to another 
side of the street as a result of my intention to cross the street, and if that happens 
as a result of me being pushed by a strong wind (even if determinism precludes 
free will). For a similar point see (Huoranszki 2011: 13). However, there are other, 
more plausible, interpretations of the Consequence Argument that are immune to 
my “one-liner”. One of those interpretations is an interpretation by Van Inwagen, 
according to which, the argument shows that under determinism, no one can do 
otherwise (Van Inwagen 1986: 68).
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An event-causal libertarian could respond to this that the absence 
of manipulation or pushing provides the enhanced control, not by itself, 
but in conjunction with the alternative possibilities that indetermin-
ism provides. For instance, he or she could argue that the absence of 
manipulation and pushing, together with genuinely open alternatives, 
enhances agents’ control by making agents the ultimate origins and 
true authors of their actions (Haji 2013: 239–40). However, it is not 
clear that being an ultimate origin or a true author in this sense im-
plies enhanced control. For, again, it is not clear how the alternative 
possibilities open to event-causal libertarian agents by themselves, or 
in conjunction with the absence of manipulation and pushing, contrib-
ute to the satisfaction of the sourcehood condition of free will.19

To check this claim let us consider Robert Kane’s view of free will, 
which is, arguably, the most sophisticated event-causal libertarian 
view. According to his view, the “ultimate responsibility” for actions 
derives from the existence of a special type of undetermined decisions 
which he calls the “self-forming actions” or “SFA-s” (he calls them so 
because in making such decisions we are supposedly setting our goals 
and shaping our characters). We make these decisions (assuming that 
indeterminism is true), when we are torn between conflicting motives 
(e. g. moral reasons and egoistic inclinations, or “present desires and 
long-term goals”) and we have to make an effort to end the state of in-
decision. Decisions we make in such circumstances are rational (made 
for reasons) and voluntary, whether we end up pursuing moral reasons 
and long term goals, or egoistic reasons and our present desires (Kane 
2007: 26). Because of that, Kane argues, indeterminism involved in 
SFA’s, does not diminish our control over our actions, as some phi-
losophers think. However, does it enhance our control? In my view, 
the answer is “no”. The key thing to observe here is that the state of 
being torn between conflicting options, where one has to make an ef-
fort to overcome indecision, does not require indeterminism. An agent 
in a deterministic world could be in a psychological state identical to 
that of  an agent performing an SFA.  So, the old question arises again: 
how could mere indeterminism give one more control over his or her 
decisions?20

19 This is so because it is not clear how the combination of these factors could 
make an agent more involved in the origination of his or her actions. The factors 
in question do not give agents new powers to produce actions nor enable them to 
exercise the existing powers of that kind. In addition, they do not create new causes 
of actions or new reasons for actions. For the event-causal libertarian theory, unlike 
the traditional agent-causal theory, does not postulate the existence of any special 
power to originate actions (nor any reason or causal feature) that could not be 
possessed by an agent in a deterministic world.

20 Daniel Dennett has made a similar point in his discussion of Kane’s theory: 
“An indeterministic spark occurring at the moment we make our most important 
decisions couldn’t make us more flexible, give us more opportunities, make us more 
self-made or autonomous in any way that could be discerned from inside or outside, 
so why should it matter to us? How could it be a difference that makes a difference? 



	 D. Čičić, Two Accounts of the Problem of Enhanced Control	 311

One could argue that to understand Kane’s answer to this ques-
tion we have to consider his view in more detail. One could point out 
that, according to Kane, determinism is not just a mere addition to 
other conditions of free will (in particular the effort to make a deci-
sion), because it is fused with the effort to make a decision (or choice): 
“[t]he choice one way or the other is undetermined because the pro-
cess preceding and potentially terminating in it (i.e. the effort of will 
to overcome temptation) is indeterminate” (Kane 1996: 128). Moreover, 
according to Kane, when making a free decision, the agent is making a 
dual (or double) effort; at the same time the agent is trying to make two 
incompatible decisions for which he or she has conflicting motivations. 
Thus, one could argue that Kane’s theory explains how indeterminism 
produces a qualitative change in the origins of actions, thus contribut-
ing to the satisfaction of the sourcehood condition of free will. 

However, the appeal to indeterminacy and doubling of effort does 
not explain how event-causal libertarian agents could be more involved 
in the production of their actions in comparison to their compatibilist 
counterparts. For, as Randolph Clarke has pointed out, indeterminate 
efforts explain free decisions only if they themselves are free. However, 
Kane’s theory does not explain how indeterminism makes the later 
free (Clarke 2003: 89–90). Besides, it is questionable whether trying 
to make a specific decision (as opposed to trying to make some deci-
sion), and simultaneously trying to make an incompatible decision is 
psychologically possible, and whether it would aid or threaten freedom 
(Clarke 2003: 88).21

Now, one might wonder why indeterminism has to contribute to 
sourcehood in the event-causal framework in order to enhance control? 

(Dennett  2003: 136) Consider also the following passage by Randolph Clarke: “But 
now, when we imaginatively compare this deterministic agent with another who 
differs only in that in the production of her decision there is the indeterminacy and 
indeterminism required by Kane, and we suppose that the former does not act with 
the freedom that would (given an ordinary moral capacity) suffice for responsibility, 
then we must say that the latter does not either. The required indeterminacy and 
indeterminism give us an ultimacy in the latter case that is not there in the former. 
But this ultimacy is wholly negative: it is merely the absence of any deterministic 
cause of the decision. It opens alternatives but does not secure for the agent the 
exercise of any further positive powers to causally influence which of the alternatives 
left open by previous events will be made actual” (Clarke 2003: 107–108). For a 
similar view see (Watson 2004a: 206).

21 Mark Balaguer has developed a version of event-causal libertarianism that is 
also worth considering (see Balaguer 2010). However, in aspects key to the debate 
about the problem of enhanced control his account does not differ significantly from 
Kane’s account. Like Kane’s theory, his theory explains at best why indeterminism 
does not have to diminish control we have over our actions, but does not show how 
indeterminism could allow us to be more involved in the production of our actions. 
Surely, both of these theories deserve more attention, but I do not discuss them 
further here because I find another threat to my account more serious (the omissions-
involving counterexamples to the principle E), and because I find the objections to 
Kane’s view presented here very convincing.
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Couldn’t a “compatibilist sourcehood” in conjunction with alternative 
possibilities provided by indeterminism be sufficient for enhanced con-
trol? The answer is “no” because event-causal libertarian alternative 
possibilities are irrelevant to free will according to the principle E. But, 
why should an event-causal libertarian accept that principle? There 
are two reasons for that. First, the principle E is intuitively very plau-
sible. To see this, one just has to consider one’s own intuitions about 
Frankfurt’s Black. Second, there are no good arguments against E. One 
way in which some philosophers have tried to challenge it is by pointing 
out that things which do not help to explain why an action was omitted, 
may be relevant to whether that action was omitted freely. This chal-
lenge is based on the assumption that control over actions and control 
over omissions are essentially the same thing. In other words, some 
philosophers have tried to challenge E by making a parallel between 
actions and omissions. Consider in that context the following example:

Broken Phone: Smith witnesses a man being mugged outside his building. 
He knows he could easily dial 911, but, not wanting to be inconvenienced, 
decides to let sleeping dogs lie. Unbeknownst to Smith, however, and 
through no fault of his own, his telephone was not working. So he could not 
have called the police even if he had tried.22 (Capes and Swenson 2017: 974) 

The fact that the phone was broken made it impossible for Smith to call 
the police, but it played no role in Smith’s decision to omit calling the 
police. Nevertheless, it seems clear that due to this fact, Smith is not 
responsible for his omission to call the police and did not freely omit 
doing it. For, in the given circumstances, it would clearly be wrong to 
demand of Smith to call the police and later blame him for not doing 
so, even though it would not be wrong to demand of him to try to call 
the police and blame him for failing to try. Therefore, the principle E 
appears to be false when it comes to omissions: it seems that something 
can be relevant to whether an action was omitted freely even though it 
did not actually play a role in the omitting. And that begs the following 
question: if freedom and responsibility are the same phenomenon when 
it comes to actions and omissions, is it really the case that something 
must play an explanatory role when it comes to actions to be relevant 
for freedom and responsibility?

To answer this question, it is important to notice that Smith’s omis-
sion to call the police is not a basic omission. It is an omission which is 

22 This is a version of an example due to Van Inwagen (1983: 165–166). Neither 
Van Inwagen nor Swenson and Capes, however, use this example to challenge 
Frankfurt’s version of the principle E, at least, not explicitly. Van Inwagen presents 
the example to show that Frankfurt-style examples do not generate the intuition that 
responsibility does not require alternative possibilities when it comes to omissions. 
Capes and Swenson use it to highlight the existence of luck in cases of this type, 
which in turn serves their defense of the ‘flicker of freedom’ response to Frankfurt’s 
argument. On the other hand, Ginet (2003/1996: 82–84) and Widerker (2003: 61–62) 
explicitly consider similar examples as challenges to E, or more precisely, Frankfurt’s 
version of E. However, I chose this example because of its simplicity.  I will say a bit 
more about Ginet’s and Widerker’s examples in footnote 24.
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a result of an action—a decision to omit.23 This is important because in 
discussions about free will and moral responsibility we are not inter-
ested primarily in non-basic actions and omissions, but in basic actions 
and omissions. For those discussions are focused on whether we have 
the control that constitutes free will, rather than on the scope of that 
control. And, having such control is possible only if we can have control 
over our basic actions or omissions. This raises another question: is a 
basic omission version of the above scenario, a scenario in which free-
dom and responsibility depend on some factor which does not actually 
play a role in ‘bringing about’ a basic omission, possible? To the best 
of my knowledge, nobody has yet presented such a scenario.24 And, it 
is hard to imagine a coherent scenario of that sort for two reasons. 
First, such an example would have to be a case of someone omitting 

23 With this in mind, it shouldn’t be surprising that Smith’s responsibility for the 
omission to call the police depends on factors that did not lead to his omission. For 
what we can control by our decisions depends on the cooperation of our environment, 
which may or may not influence our reasons for doing what we do. Moreover, what 
we do and perhaps what we omit doing by making decisions is a result of that 
cooperation. John Martin Fischer makes a similar point in the following passage: 
“So what the agent is morally responsible for depends on things which are quite 
extraneous to the agent—for instance the state of the telephone line. This might 
seem to introduce an unacceptable kind of ‘moral luck’ into our system of evaluating 
agents. But, whereas our way of specifying what Smith is responsible for depends on 
such factors, a certain moral evaluation of Smith does not. Smith would be equally 
morally blameworthy in either case, and it would seem appropriate to apply the 
same kind of punishment (or blame) in both cases. So, whereas a certain kind of 
moral luck applies to the specification of the content of moral responsibility, it does 
not apply to the extent or degree of blameworthiness, and it does not apply to the 
evaluation of agents” (Fischer 1986: 256).

24 Ginet has presented an example which, at first sight, seems like such a scenario 
(2003/1996: 83–84). In his example a person omits an action without deciding 
to omit, and there is a device in her brain which monitors her neural processes 
ready to manipulate those processes if the person were to decide to perform the 
omitted action or begin to try to perform that action. This example is not relevant 
because it does not even attempt to show that the person has no alternative to basic 
omitting (omitting without deciding to omit). For, in Ginet’s example, the device does 
not eliminate the possibility of the agent deciding to perform the omitted action. 
However, even if the device did do that, such an example would not be effective. For, 
even if something eliminated the possibility of an agent deciding not to omit the 
relevant action, if it played no role in the agent’s omission, it would seem irrelevant 
to the agent’s free will (control necessary for moral responsibility). Widerker, on 
the other hand, has showed that some factors which play no role in the explanation 
of our action or omission may be relevant to our moral assessment (2003: 61–62). 
Thus, he has showed that one’s awareness that an alternative is morally better, or 
the existence of objective reason for performing or omitting an action (of which one 
may not be aware) may affect the person’s responsibility (for non-basic omissions 
and actions) and blameworthiness without playing a role in the explanation of 
the relevant action or omission. This is an excellent observation. However, it is 
irrelevant to the principle E. For the principle E concerns free will (control necessary 
for moral responsibility), and factors in question do not affect a person’s control over 
his or her action or omission. Moreover, these factors also don’t seem to affect one’s 
responsibility but only the content of one’s responsibility.
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to do something without deciding to omit (deciding to omit in such a 
case would also count as doing otherwise), and without being able to 
decide to omit due to the presence of a counterfactual intervener or 
mechanism (intervener or mechanism that does not actually intervene 
but would intervene under certain “counterfactual” circumstances). To 
show that the principle E is false when it comes to basic omissions, ex-
ample of this sort would have to generate the intuition that the person 
in question is not responsible for the omission (and did not omit freely). 
However, if an omission was not caused by an external factor, it is 
hard to see why the person (which is otherwise free) did not omit freely 
(i.e. exercised control in omitting). Second, the idea that it is possible 
to have control over a basic omission (the idea of free basic omission) 
is problematic. For, as Michael Zimmerman (2017: 101) has observed, 
having control over something seems to entail having the ability to 
exercise control over that something. And, since an exercise of control 
is an activity, and basic omissions do not involve any activity25, it is 
not clear how one could be able to exercise (direct) control over a basic 
omission. Consequently, it is not clear how one could have control over 
such an omission. 

A natural response to this argument is that having control over a 
basic omission does not actually require having the ability to exercise 
control over a basic omission, but only the ability (and opportunity) to 
perform the omitted action (or make a decision to perform that action).26 
To evaluate this response, consider the following scenario. You are on 
a freeway riding in a self-driving car programmed to go to a certain 
destination. You notice that your car is approaching an exit, and you 
have the ability to take the steering wheel and make a turn. However, 
you don’t do that and do not make a decision to turn, and as a result 
you continue cruising down the freeway. If this happened, one could 
argue that your control over your omission in this situation consisted 
in your ability to make a turn (or to decide to make a turn). In addition, 
one could argue that the principle E is false because the ability to make 
a turn in this case was relevant to your control over the omission even 
though it played no role in the “origination” of the omission.

The problem with this response, however, is that it is actually hard 
to see how you could have  had control over your omission in this sce-
nario. To see why this is the case, notice that there seem to be only 
three possible explanations of your omission. First is that while delib-
erating about what to do, you missed the chance to turn, and thus lost 
the opportunity to decide. Second is that you couldn’t really decide (like 
Buridan’s ass) because you were torn by conflicting motives of equal 
strength. Finally, it could be that you were able to decide and were 

25 If an omission involved an activity such as a decision to omit or a trying to 
omit, it could be argued that it is not a basic omission, but an omission that derives 
from such an activity.

26 Dana Key Nelkin and Samuel Rickless hold this view (see Nelkin and Rickless 
2017: 120–132).
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fully aware of the timing, but instead of deliberating about what to do, 
you simply waited for an urge to turn to occur in you, and since that 
urge did not occur, you continued cruising.27 Given any of these expla-
nations, you lacked (direct) control over your omission. Given the first 
explanation, that is so because, on that explanation, the above story 
does not even involve a basic omission. For, on that explanation, the 
omission was a result of an overextended deliberation about what to 
do (i.e. it was a result of an action). Given the second explanation, you 
also lacked control over your omission, for given that explanation, your 
omission resulted from an inability to decide, and, clearly, an omission 
cannot be under one’s control if it results from one’s inability to perform 
the omitted action. Finally, given the third explanation, you lacked di-
rect control over your omission because it was not up to you whether 
you would perform or omit the relevant action, and that was the case 
because we do not have direct control over urges that may or may not 
occur in us.28

Thus, it is hard to see how one could have direct control over a basic 
omission in virtue of having the ability to perform the omitted action. 
Consequently, examples that supposedly involve such control are prob-
lematic and do not support the claim that the ability to do otherwise 
may be relevant to one’s control over an omission (and on the assump-
tion of equivalence between control over omissions and actions to ac-
tions) even though it plays no role in the explanation of the relevant 
omission. In addition, as we saw earlier, Frankfurt-style omission cas-
es represent potential counterexamples to the principle E only when 
it comes to non-basic omissions. Therefore, instead of giving us reason 
to abandon the principle E, considerations of omissions only give us 
reason to modify (or clarify) it by adding that it applies only to basic 
actions and omissions.

27 Perhaps there is some other possibility that I cannot see currently. I invite you 
to consider this issue.

28 Randolph Clarke says the following in support of the thesis that there 
are free basic omissions for which we can be responsible: “...when I refrain from 
touching the freshly painted object, I need not have decided not to touch it, and 
there need be no action at all that is my not touching it. Nevertheless, I might freely 
refrain from touching it. And it certainly seems that I can be responsible—perhaps 
praiseworthy—for not touching the object and messing up the paint job. In this case, 
its seems, we might have something—an intentional omission or refraining—that 
isn’t an action of any kind and for which one can be directly responsible (2014: 108–
109). I find Clarke’s view problematic for the reasons pertaining to the explanation of 
omission which I mentioned in the discussion of the car example in the text above. In 
particular, my worry is that Clarke’s omission in his example is not free because his 
intention to omit either has its source in some earlier decision of his, or is something 
that just occurs in him—something over which he has no control. When we make 
decisions, in contrast, we are not just automatically following the urges that occur 
in us, we are considering reasons for and against certain action and consciously 
accepting or not accepting to act on certain motives. For a different objection to 
Clarke’s view see (Zimmerman 2015: 366).
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5. Conclusion
When we consider carefully the claim that indeterminism constitutes 
the only difference between event-causal libertarianism and compati-
bilism, we see that the problem of enhanced control occurs not because 
of the worries concerning the abilities in general or the ability to do oth-
erwise in particular, but because of the worries related to sourcehood. 
More precisely, we see that what generates the problem is the worry 
that, in the event-causal framework, indeterminism plays no positive 
role in the processes that lead to actions. In addition, we see that this 
fact about indeterminism represents a problem because of the principle 
E, that is, because it seems necessary that something plays a role in the 
processes that lead to actions in order to be relevant to control. Some 
scenarios involving omissions suggest, at first sight, that E is in fact 
false. However, those scenarios either don’t concern control necessary 
for moral responsibility, because they don’t involve basic omissions, or 
seem to lack coherence because it is not clear that having control over 
basic omissions is possible.
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