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John Martin Fischer’s recent collection of essays, Deep Control: Essays on Free Will and Value, is another significant contribution to the free will literature by one of its leading figures. The book’s substantial introduction provides a valuable guide to how the various elements of Fischer’s semi-compatibilist program fit together. A semi-compatibilist holds that the truth of causal determinism is compatible with the existence of moral responsibility, even if causal determinism precludes free will, understood as the ability to do otherwise.

Fischer’s most detailed presentation of his semi-compatibilist account is in a book coauthored with Mark Ravizza (Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control: An Essay on Moral Responsibility (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998)). On this account, to determine whether a particular action meets the control condition for moral responsibility, we must examine the process or mechanism, such as practical reasoning or unreflective habit, from which that action proceeds. A suitable mechanism must meet two conditions. First, it must be responsive to an appropriate range of good, countervailing reasons; in Fischer and Ravizza’s terms, the mechanism must be moderately reasons-responsive. Second, the process must be the agent’s own, where ownership is understood in terms of an agent’s coming to see herself as a legitimate candidate for praise and blame for actions that issue from that mechanism.
Fischer believes that his brand of semi-compatibilism meets a key desideratum for a theory of moral responsibility in that it doesn’t leave moral responsibility “hanging on a thread.” That is, on his account, the justification of our moral responsibility practices doesn’t hinge on fine points about the world’s causal structure, such as whether the past and the laws of nature absolutely guarantee everything we do, or merely confer on our actions a degree of probability that falls just shy of this. Because our status as morally responsible agents is so fundamental to our self-conception, there is much to recommend a theory on which this status doesn’t hinge on such fine points.

In this respect, Fischer believes, his theory compares favorably both with theories that require “total control” and with ones that require only “superficial control.” By insisting on total control, which would involve being the ultimate originators of our selves, incompatibilists risk imposing an unsatisfiable condition for moral responsibility. And by providing only for superficial control, many compatibilists fail to acknowledge that some histories, such as ones that involve extreme forms of manipulation by other agents, preclude praise- and blameworthiness for our actions. Fischer labels his “middle way” between these problematic extremes “deep control.” Such control is exhibited when someone’s course of action is an appropriate continuation of her past, one that stems from a suitable mechanism for whose exercises she has come to take responsibility.
The essays in this collection are divided into two groups. The first is devoted to Fischer’s actual-sequence approach to moral responsibility. Four of the five essays in this group focus on Harry Frankfurt’s seminal challenge to the traditional association of moral responsibility with ability to do otherwise, a challenge that Fischer has done more than any other writer to develop. The first essay contains Fischer’s updated response to a longstanding objection to Frankfurt’s challenge. As Fischer has argued elsewhere, the correct lesson to draw from this challenge is that, if the truth of causal determinism precludes moral responsibility, this is not because it precludes the ability to do otherwise. Fischer’s new angle, which is bold and incisive, is an important development in this increasingly intricate literature. In the second group of essays, Fischer defends and elaborates on his deep control approach to moral responsibility, in part by addressing familiar arguments for incompatibilism, including the direct argument and the argument from ultimate sourcehood.
I shall focus on the final essay from the first group, “Indeterminism and Control: An Approach to the Problem of Luck,” in which Fischer takes his actual-sequence approach in a new direction, arguing that it can help to answer a major objection to libertarianism. Attempting to meet a threat to a rival view is of a piece with Fischer’s broader aim of showing that moral responsibility doesn’t hang on a thread, being compatible with both determinism and indeterminism.
While the Luck Objection to libertarianism has received various formulations, the unifying idea is that libertarians cannot successfully reconcile moral responsibility with causal indeterminism; for, the objection goes, an undetermined action would be a matter of mere luck or chance and not up to the agent.
The version of the objection on which Fischer focuses has come to be known as “The Rollback Argument.” If the occurrence of a particular action was causally undetermined, the idea is, there was an objective probability—say, 0.5—that it wouldn’t occur. If we imaginatively “roll back” the timeline to a few moments before it occurred and let the scene play out again, repeating this experiment several hundred times, we should find that the agent performs that action about half the time and another action the other half. The result of observing this seemingly random variation will be a strong impression that the outcome of each replay is indeed a mere matter of chance. 
In Fischer’s view, the main problem for libertarians is that it’s hard to see how such actions could stand in a responsibility-grounding relationship to the mental states from which they proceed. How could they be appropriately based on agents’ beliefs, desires, and so on? Fischer contends, in effect, that the problem is merely apparent, and that an action’s originating in this way should not cast doubt on whether it is appropriately based on the mental states that indeterministically cause it.
To support this assessment, Fischer uses a thought experiment that partially resembles the Frankfurt cases. In a typical Frankfurt case, an agent is unaware of a fail-safe mechanism whose presence ensures that she will perform a certain action. As things turn out, the agent performs the action on her own and the mechanism remains inert. Fischer’s new thought experiment replaces the fail-safe mechanism, which is responsive to what the agent is going to do, with a randomized device that will either switch off and do nothing or else kick in and prevent the agent from performing the action she would otherwise have performed. Fischer stipulates that the agent’s mental states are causally sufficient for the action unless the device kicks in. Since each outcome has an objective probability of 0.5, if we run the rollback experiment, we should find that the device prevents the agent from performing the action in about half the replays, while it remains inert and the agent performs the action in the other half.
In the event, suppose that the device randomly shuts off and the agent performs the action. Given that the randomized process occurred, the action counts as causally undetermined. Yet given that the randomized process actually led the device to shut off, and that its presence made no difference to how the action came about, the action’s being causally undetermined doesn’t count against its being appropriately based on the agent’s mental states. Or so Fischer plausibly maintains. In short, the responsibility-grounding relationship remains intact.
Fischer’s treatment of this worry is elegant, illuminating, and original, and his conclusion that causally undetermined actions can be appropriately based on agents’ mental states is both significant and highly plausible. However, it is unclear how much this response ultimately helps libertarians with the Rollback Argument. Towards the beginning of the essay, Fischer indicates that he takes the above worry about the responsibility-grounding relationship to be the main worry raised by the Rollback Argument (p. 91, 94). As he later acknowledges (p. 104), his response doesn’t by itself resolve the worry for libertarians who adopt a “dual control” picture of responsible agency; on such a picture, the agent faces two possible courses of action and is morally responsible for whichever one she adopts.

It seems to me that the main worry raised by the Rollback Argument is precisely a worry about such dual control, and that the responsibility-grounding worry is secondary. That is, with the original Rollback Argument, the pressing question is how it could be up to the agent which of the two possible actions she performs. If this isn’t up to the agent, it’s hard to see how she can be morally responsible for performing the action she does, even if that action is appropriately based on the mental states that cause it. Assuming that the responsibility-grounding relationship obtains, the agent will meet one important necessary condition for moral responsibility, but she won’t meet another: she won’t have the power to settle which of her possible futures becomes actual.
If libertarians could easily reject the dual control picture, they could avoid this worry. But few if any contemporary libertarians seem prepared to do this. To be sure, some libertarians deny, in light of Frankfurt cases, that such dual control is required for moral responsibility. Yet even these libertarians would have a hard time maintaining that, in typical cases, when two or more actions are causally possible, the agent is morally responsible for the action she performs, even though it isn’t up to her which one that is. (See Shabo, “Why Free Will Remains a Mystery,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 92 (2011), pp. 105–125, p. 107.) It is partly for this reason that I see the worry about dual control as the main worry raised by the Rollback Argument.

What of Fischer’s claim to have shown that, whatever else, an action’s being causally undetermined does not as such pose any threat to the agent’s moral responsibility for that action? As indicated, I find this claim to be both significant and highly plausible. Fischer believes (p. 104 n.34) that this claim could serve as the first step in a defense of the dual control picture. But until we have a sense of what that larger defense would look like, it’s difficult to assess how big a step it might be. Pending answers to these questions, it appears that moral responsibility may be left hanging on a thread after all.
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