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Positions taken in the current debate over free will can be seen as responses to the following conditional:
If every action is caused solely by another event and a cause necessitates its effect, then there is no action to which there is an alternative (C).

The Libertarian, who believes that alternatives are a requirement of free will, responds by denying the right conjunct of C’s antecedent, maintaining that some actions are caused, either mediately or immediately, by events whose effects could be different, even if they were to recur under identical circumstances.  We have here a denial of Laplacian Determinism (LD), according to which the condition of the world at any instant makes only one state possible at any other instant.
 One prominent defender of this view, Robert Kane, holds that unless an agent’s neural mechanisms operated indeterministicly in forming her character she is not responsible for its manifestations.
 This requirement is entailed by the principle of “ultimate responsibility” (UR) according to which an act is freely willed only if (a) its agent is personally responsible for its performance in the sense of having caused it to occur by voluntarily doing something that was avoidable and (b) there is no sufficient condition for its performance for which its agent is not personally responsible.
 The orthodox Compatibilist, adducing counterexamples to UR, argues that even if C and its antecedent are true, free will is possible.
  Ned Markosian has provided the Compatibilist with yet another response to UR-based objections to her view, wedding it to the notion of agent causation: here the deterministic causing of an act by its agent is necessary and sufficient for its being “morally free.”

Let us begin our assessment of Markosian’s compatibilist theory of agent causation or COMTAC by comparing it to the orthodox theory of agent causation (OTAC).  On the this view, which also posits alternatives as a requirement of free will, C’s antecedent’s left conjunct is false because of cases in which an agent herself is the sole cause of her action.  Moreover, in such cases the agent indeterministicly causes her action, being capable of doing something else under the circumstances.
 COMTAC, so as to so as to be consistent with LD, does not affirm the “ability to do otherwise” requirement.  According to it, an agent caused act is not only determined but overdetermined, being the necessary consequence of both an exercise of its agent’s “active power” and mental events, specifically, the occurrence of desires and beliefs explaining its performance as well as their mind-independent causal antecedents.
 Thus, it would be incumbent upon COMTAC’s defenders to explicate the relationship between these causes.  Markosian himself holds that the mental events that make up the motive of an agent caused act are both its mediate and immediate causes, immediately causing both the agent causing of the act and the act itself.
  

Treating the agent causing of an act as an effect, as others have argued, is problematic; but I shall not press this point here.
 Instead, let us consider an apparent inconsistency in COMTAC: as its immediate cause, mental events must precede an agent causing, but, in overdetermining its effect, they and the agent causing must occur simultaneously.  (One might ask instead, could an event be both an immediate and a mediate cause of the same action?)  Thus, it seems that Markosian must either abdicate the idea that there are two immediate causes of an agent caused act or abandon the notion that the motive of an agent caused act causes its agent causing.
 

Markosian could maintain his commitment to the counterfactual theory of causation while exercising the former option, for it would not be true in his example that (Imran’s) passing of the salt was not caused by (Yasmine’s) request(ing)” of it, were the latter not its immediate cause, as it would still be its mediate cause.
 Regarding the latter alternative, Markosian believes that an agent causing is a change in its agent and, thus, an event, which requires a cause.  But, an object changes only if it changes within a “quality space,” that is, under a determinable and it is not clear that there is a quality space covering the case of an agent causing: what determinants would be involved here?
 Going from not causing to causing an action seems to be a “Cambridge” change in an agent: her action is something of which she becomes the agent; there is no way in which she alters.  (Compare: Imran’s brother’s son is someone of whom Imran became an uncle.)    

There is a third option here, of course.  COMTAC would remain consonant with the Compatibilist’s belief that every action satisfies LD were Markosian to abandon both claims, leaving an agent caused act causally unrelated to prior events yet still the necessary effect of an agent causing.  Its motive could, thus, be taken as a mental event that, as Leibniz famously put it, “inclines but does not necessitate” its agent to cause a certain act to be performed, the determining factor being the agent’s exercise of her active power.
 Presently, I shall adduce further reasons, which are entailed by the Incompatibilist concerns that COMTAC is intended to address, for making this move.  The question is: would an agent caused act with a mediate or an immediate causal connection to prior events satisfy UR?

As Markosian notes, one reason that the Incompatibilist gives for thinking that such an act does not meet this standard is that it was determined by events that took place before its agent was even born.
 COMTAC affords the Compatibilist the response that its agent is also a determining factor and is, thus, at least partly responsible for its performance, even if her agent causing of it was itself determined by primordial events.  But, the Incompatibilist would grant this point to the orthodox Compatibilist, who attempts to “characterize the right (responsibility entailing) way for (a) causal sequence to flow through an agent.”
 The Incompatibilist does not deny that standard Compatibilist definitions of ‘free will’ capture important senses of responsibility.
 Her complaint, though, is that such definitions fail to take into account certain “powerful intuitions” regarding responsibility- that is, their satisfaction would not entail the existence of free will in the ‘deep’ sense of UR.
 For example, on the view that I favor, responsibility is a matter of an agent forming and executing an intention to perform a certain act by exercising her will under conditions favorable to its proper functioning, which raises the issue of how an agent can be responsible for the exercise of a faculty with which she has been endowed.
  It is not clear that COMTAC, which does not require of a freely willed act that its agent be its ultimate source, satisfies condition (b) of UR either.

Anticipating this objection, Markosian constructs a counterexample to the claim that if something besides an agent’s exercise of his active powers makes it physically necessary that he agent cause an act, then she is not responsible for that act.
 Here a student named Zane, who was already very likely to ‘always do the right thing’, becomes fully incapable of acting wrongly due to the influence of a “gifted and inspiring teacher.”  Should Zane go on to agent cause himself to rescue hundreds of children from a burning building, Markosian holds that he would deserve praise, despite his teacher’s influence having contributed to it being physically necessary that he would agent cause himself to act heroically.  I think that the Incompatibilist would grant this point (saying that it is not clear that the Zane would not have acted as he did sans his teacher’s influence)- but only if it could be shown that Zane himself was ultimately responsible for having developed his character to the point where it only took a little more urging by a dedicated teacher to make him morally perfect.  Markosian assumes that Zane satisfies this requirement, since his character arose from him having agent caused a series of physically unnecessary actions.  But character development from undetermined exercises of one’s active power would be possible only if LD were false, which is not supposed to be the case, according to Markosian’s presentation of COMTAC, whereby an agent caused act is also the necessary effect of prior events.  In other words, this example seems at odds with the stated purpose of COMTAC: to account for free will given the truth of LD.  Moreover, COMTAC would be superfluous if such character development were possible.  Unnecessitated character development is the basis of Kane’s Libertarianism.  Again, Markosian can make his Zane example work only by making the case for an alternative to COMTAC: as Kane points out, why would a free will theorist bother defending a scientifically problematic form of causation if indeterministic event causation can be shown to account for free will?
 Alternatively, Markosian’s handling of this case suggests that it would be best to modify COMTAC as suggested above: why not just have it that agent causing is in general unnecessitated by prior events if you are going to allow the agent causings that produce one’s character to be undetermined?  In any event, we have been given no reason to think that COMTAC meets requirement b of UR.

Ditto Peter van Inwagen’s “Beta” objection, which is a formalization of this charge.  If I have no control over either a law linking as cause to (distant) effects a primordial fact to my actions or that primordial fact itself, then I seem to lack control over my actions.
 Granted, I played a causal role in each one being performed, if COMTAC is true.  But, on this view, they would have been performed sans my agent causing of them and, more importantly, the agent causing in each case had to occur given antecedent conditions and the laws of nature. From the Incompatibilist’s perspective, I have here no more responsibility entailing control over my conduct than I would be were my actions the necessary effects of unimpaired exercises of a faculty of mine over whose development I had no control.  OTAC treats agent causation as indeterministic and causally independent of prior events precisely so as to forestall this objection. 

LD is also said to pose an “indirect” threat to free will.  If an act is determined, then its agent cannot do otherwise and if an agent cannot do otherwise, then her will is not free.  Thus, if an act is determined, then its agent’s will is not free.  Here LD does not directly eliminate free will, as with the above objection to Compatibilism; rather, it rules it out by rendering our actions unavoidable, so that none of them would satisfy condition (a) of UR.
 

Markosian deems “Frankfurt cases” abstruse and, thus, unlikely to convince Incompatibilists that free will does not entail alternatives.  COMTAC, on the other hand, is supposed to provide the Compatibilist with a stronger response to this objection: for if an act is caused by its agent, then it is something for which she should be held responsible- even if it was unavoidable.  But the Incompatibilist will have the same problem with an agent causing being unavoidable, which it would be according to COMTAC, as she would with the lack of alternatives to an act caused by an event.  If an agent’s causing of a certain action were unavoidable and responsibility entails alternatives, then she would not be responsible for her agent causing of that act and, thus, the act itself.  Again, the Incompatibilist will readily concede that there are senses in which an agent can freely will an act without it being avoidable.  She will insist, however, that in the ‘deepest’ or philosophical sense an agent must have alternatives to what she is doing (or at least have had them to something she did to make what she is doing unavoidable) in order to be acting of her own free will.

In sum, COMTAC does not appear to be an improvement upon orthodox Compatibilism.  Having converted to the former, a theorist would still be faced with UR-based objections to her position, in addition to now having to explicate and defend a scientifically problematic type of causation.  In other words, a Compatibilist attracted by an agent-causal account of free will must be prepared to countenance actions lacking events as deterministic causes, if not abandon LD altogether.  Agent Causalism is posited to defend the notion that human agency is not caught up in the web of deterministic causation binding wholly natural processes, so as to allow for the possibility of free will and moral responsibility amongst human beings.  COMTAC, thus, defeats its whole  purpose.  
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