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ABSTRACT 

If determinism – roughly the thesis that at any instant there is exactly one possible future – 

were true, then we appear to be simply cogs in a larger causal machine. We would invest 

nothing of ourselves in our actions and our lives. As such, the potential truth of 

determinism seems to threaten strongly held conceptions about the nature and values of 

our lives. 

This problem – the problem of determinism – has come to be dominated by two groups of 

disputants: compatibilists and incompatibilists. Importantly, while compatibilists and 

incompatibilists disagree fundamentally about the impact that the truth of determinism 

would have, they broadly agree about how the problem should be framed. According to 

the traditional dialectic, the key question is whether, if determinism were true, an agent 

could be free or morally responsible with respect to particular actions. But we care about 

so much more than whether we are free or morally responsible for individual instances of 

action. In taking such a narrow focus, the traditional dialectic fails to respond to important 

aspects of our pre-philosophical concern regarding the problem of determinism. In 

particular, the traditional dialectic fails to adequately respond to our concern that the truth 

of determinism would be a threat to our conception of our value and place in the universe, 

including, I argue, our conception of our lives as potentially meaningful.  

It might be thought that there is little connection between the issues of freedom, 

responsibility and agency on the one hand, and meaningfulness on the other. I argue that 

this is not the case. In particular, I argue that when we examine plausible accounts of 

meaningfulness, we realise that they must assume that an agent is relevantly active with 

respect to the meaning-conferring features of their life. Further, I argue that a range of 

compatibilist accounts of agency lack the theoretical resources to provide for the requisite 

connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life.  

By shifting focus away from the traditional dialectic, my discussion of agency and 

meaningfulness helps illustrate what is at stake in the problem of determinism. I do not 

argue that compatibilists fail in any task that they set for themselves, but I do argue that 

their accounts do not do all the work that is required. We care not only about whether we 

are morally responsible or free with respect to individual actions, but also about the kind of 

people we are, the kind of lives we lead, and the difference that each of us will make, in our 

own finite way. The truth of determinism would seem to undermine this concern, and 

compatibilists have not done enough to show us why it should not. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  

INTRODUCTION 

When introducing the ‘problem of determinism’ to their readers, many philosophers 

highlight the fact that, pre-philosophically, we may be inclined to see the truth of 

determinism as a threat to important conceptions of our lives, and of ourselves, including 

the conception that our lives can be meaningful. At first glance, at least, the truth of 

determinism seems to entail that we are but cogs in a larger causal machine and we seem to 

invest nothing in our actions and in our lives; our lives will turn out just as they will turn 

out. As such, determinism seems to pose an important threat to crucial aspects of our 

conception of ourselves, and of our lives. 

The traditional dialectic surrounding the problem of determinism has been dominated by 

two groups of disputants: incompatibilists, who argue that the truth of determinism would 

be incompatible with the possession or exercise of freedom of the will (or moral 

responsibility), and compatibilists, who argue that determinism proposes no such threat to 

free will (or moral responsibility). In Chapter 2, I present a brief overview of some 

significant contours of the traditional dialectic. The chapter is not intended as a complete 

review of relevant literature, and in particular is largely confined to significant debates 

about free will and moral responsibility, primarily prior to 2000. While there have clearly 

been developments in the fields of free will and moral responsibility since 2000, I do not 

believe that the shape of the traditional dialectic; that is, the dialectic between 

compatibilists and incompatibilists, has changed significantly in more recent years. Rather, 

the most significant recent developments in the fields of free will and moral responsibility 

have been in what have been termed ‘non-standard views’. On the one hand, there has 

been renewed attention on ‘successor accounts’; that is, accounts of free will and moral 

responsibility which are broadly in the hard determinist tradition in claiming that there is 

good reason to believe that we do not in fact possess the free will required for moral 

responsibility.1 On the other hand, we have also seen a growing focus on ‘revisionist 

                                                
1 See, for example, Ted Honderich, A Theory of Determinism: The Mind, Neuroscience, and Life-Hopes  
(New York: Clarendon Press, 1988); “Determinism as True, Compatibilism and Incompatiblism as 
False, and the Real Problem,” in The Oxford Handbook of Free Will, ed. Robert Kane (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002); Robert Kane, “Introduction: The Contours of the Contemporary 
Free Will Debate,” ibid.; Derk Pereboom, Living without Free Will  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001); D. Pereboom, “Living without Free Will: The Case for Hard 
Incompatibilism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Free Will, ed. Robert Kane (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002); Derk Pereboom, “Defending Hard Incompatibilism,” Midwest Studies in 
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accounts’ – that is, accounts of free will and moral responsibility which argue that ‘an 

adequate philosophical account of free will [or moral responsibility] requires us to jettison 

some aspects of our common sense thinking about it’.2 These revisionist accounts generally 

move beyond the question of whether free will or moral responsibility is compatible with 

determinism and instead argue that we ought to modify our conceptions of free will and 

moral responsibility once we realise that our folk or common-sense concepts require some 

kind of libertarian freedom.3 While both successor and revisionist accounts of free will and 

moral responsibility may have much to recommend them and are clearly worthy of 

philosophical attention, my primary concern in Chapter 2 is to highlight the apparently 

intractable nature of the disagreements between the traditional disputants and the 

correspondingly poor prospects for progress in addressing the problem of determinism as 

it has traditionally been conceived.4 This examination of the traditional dialectic provides 

the first motivation to look beyond the traditional terms of the debate and attempt to 

examine issues of freedom, agency and value from a new direction.  

As well as revealing the apparently intractable disagreements between the traditional 

disputants, my examination of the traditional dialectic also reveals a further, fundamental 

feature of the way that the problem of determinism has generally been approached. In 

particular, despite their considerable philosophical differences, both incompatibilists and 

compatibilists appear to be in broad agreement as to how the problem of determinism is to 

be framed for the purpose of philosophical analysis. In advancing their respective positions 

                                                                                                                                          
Philosophy XXIX (2005); Saul Smilansky, Free Will and Illusion  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000); “Free Will, Fundamental Dualism, and the Centrality of Illusion,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Free Will, ed. Robert Kane (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). While some successor 
views clearly pre-date 2000, it seems clear that there has been a resurgence in interest in such views 
in more recent years. 
2 Manuel Vargas, “Revisionism About Free Will: A Statement and Defence,” Philosophical Studies 
144, no. 1 (2009). 
3 Examples of revisionism include Susan Hurley, “Is Responsibility Essentially Impossible?,” ibid. 
99 (2000); Ira Singer, “Freedom and Revision,” Southwest Philosophy Review 18, no. 2 (2002); Manuel 
Vargas, “Even Better Than the Real Thing: Revisionism and Responsibility” (Standford University, 
2001); “Revisionism About Free Will: A Statement and Defence”; “Revisionist Accounts of Free 
Will: Origins, Varieties and Challenges,” in The Oxford Handbook of Free Will (2nd Ed), ed. Robert 
Kane (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). Vargas (2011) argues that an early version of 
revisionism can be found in J.J.C. Smart, “Free Will, Praise, and Blame,” Mind 70 (1967). 
4 Like proponents of both successor and, even more so, revisionist accounts of free will and moral 
responsibility, I argue that we do well to examine the issues of free will and moral responsibility 
from a slightly different perspective to how they are usually presented.  
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in the debate, the traditional disputants have focused, almost exclusively, on individual 

instances of action and often, though not exclusively, on issues of moral responsibility. 

Accordingly, much of the traditional dialectic is concerned with asking questions such as 

‘Could anyone be morally responsible for specific actions given the truth of determinism?’, 

‘Does the truth of determinism entail that no one exercises freedom of the will on 

particular occasions?’ and so on. And while each side of the debate disagrees about how 

best to answer these questions, there seems to be broad agreement that these are the 

important philosophical questions to ask. 

I will argue that by focusing almost exclusively on such questions, the traditional dialectic 

fails to respond adequately to important aspects of our pre-philosophical concerns 

regarding the potential truth of determinism. Such a focus is inadequate in two ways.  

First, while it is undoubtedly true that our lives are, in some sense, constituted by a series 

of individual instances, it is also at the very least plausible that there are features of our lives 

that are not reducible to such instants.5 That is, it is plausible that there may be features of 

temporally extended periods of our lives, or of our lives in their entirety, that are not 

reducible to the properties of the instants that make up such periods of time. And to the 

extent that we care about features of our lives that are necessarily temporally extended, and 

to the extent that we are pre-philosophically inclined to see the truth of determinism as a 

potential threat to such features, the traditional dialectic falls short as a result of its focus 

on individual instances of actions.  

The traditional dialectic also falls short in another way. In general, the traditional dialectic 

surrounding the problem of determinism has primarily focused on the concept of moral 

responsibility and how it would or would not be threatened by the truth of determinism. 

Now, while issues of moral responsibility are undoubtedly important, it is neither clear that 

we do, nor that we should, concern ourselves with questions of moral responsibility to the 

extent that the focus of the traditional dialectic would suggest. On this matter, I am in 

agreement with a philosopher with whom I disagree on many other issues, Harry 

Frankfurt. As Frankfurt puts it in his preface to Necessity, Volition, and Love: 

For most people, the relevance of their moral obligations as legitimately binding 
constraints or as proper determinants of choice and conduct is quite limited. 
What morality has to say concerning how to live and what to do is important, 

                                                
5 See, for example, J. David Velleman, “Well-Being and Time,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 72 
(1991). 
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but its importance is often exaggerated; and in any case there are other important 
things to be said as well.6 

I, like Frankfurt, acknowledge that questions of morality and moral responsibility are 

important and deserve serious philosophical attention. But also like Frankfurt, I do not 

think that questions of morality exhaust the normative questions that are important to us. 

We care, I believe, about so much more than being moral or responsible. We care about 

our relationships, about our work, about our projects and commitments. We care, that is, 

in a broad sense, about the kind of lives we lead. We care not only that our lives contain 

pleasures and are enjoyable, but also that they are not pointless. While it may be true that 

we would all be a bit better off if we took ourselves a little less seriously, it would surely be 

an enormous loss if it turned out that we were never justified in taking anything – including 

ourselves and our lives – seriously. My interest in issues of meaningfulness in lives arises, at 

least in part, in response to this concern. 

Before I proceed further it might be useful to say a few words about the concepts of 

meaningfulness in lives. The first thing to say is that while I wish that I could give a clear 

and concise account of meaningfulness – perhaps presenting necessary and sufficient 

conditions for a life being meaningful – I must confess that I cannot. Just as the traditional 

disputants struggle to provide an uncontroversial definition of moral responsibility, I have 

to admit I am unable to provide a simple definition of the concept of meaningfulness in 

lives. And the situation is perhaps even worse with regard to meaningfulness than it is in 

the traditional dialectic with regard to concepts of freedom and moral responsibility. For 

while we may not be able to provide uncontroversial necessary and sufficient conditions 

for freedom or moral responsibility, it seems as though we all at least share some common 

understanding of just what we are trying to define. At first glance, however, it is not clear 

whether the same can be said with regard to the concept of meaningfulness. Indeed, many 

philosophers have contended that questions about meaningfulness in lives are, in 

themselves, meaningless and as such unanswerable.7 And despite the fact that such 

deflationary arguments are generally rejected by contemporary theorists, the sheer breadth 

of answers to the question of what makes life meaningful make it difficult to see how one 

could provide a single account of the concept of meaningfulness.  

                                                
6 Harry Frankfurt, Necessity, Volition and Love  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999): p. x. 
7 For a discussion of such views, see Thaddeus Metz, “Recent Work on the Meaning of Life,” Ethics 
112, no. 4 (2002): pp. 801–04. 
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Regardless of the breadth of potential answers to the question of what makes life 

meaningful, I think we can point to some relatively uncontroversial examples that highlight 

what we generally mean when we talk of meaningfulness and its opposite, meaninglessness. 

Perhaps the clearest examples are of meaninglessness. The tragic fate of Sisyphus, to which 

I refer throughout this thesis, appears to provide a relatively uncontroversial example of a 

meaningless life. Having offended the gods, Sisyphus is condemned to engage in an 

impossible task for eternity: he must push a large rock up a hill, but the rock is of such a 

weight that every time he almost gets to the top of the hill with it, it will overpower him 

and roll back down the hill, whereupon he will again push the rock up the hill. If any life is 

meaningless, then Sisyphus’s surely is. Of course there is a further question regarding what 

it is in virtue of which Sisyphus’s life lacks meaning. And different substantive accounts of 

meaningfulness will provide different answers to this question. But all that we need to grant 

at this stage is that Sisyphus’s life is paradigmatically meaningless. On the positive side, the 

most uncontroversial examples of meaningful lives seem to be of individuals who have 

contributed in some positive way to the world. If asked to list paradigmatically meaningful 

lives, I think we would be inclined to think of people like Gandhi or Mother Theresa, of 

artists like Renoir or Beethoven, or of scientists such as Einstein.8  

The arguments that I advance in this thesis do not depend for their force on a particular 

definition or account of meaningfulness. Instead, I seek to show how questions of agency – 

questions of freedom, and autonomy, and responsibility – are importantly related to the 

question of meaningfulness in lives, broadly construed. Drawing on a number of plausible 

accounts of meaningfulness presented in the literature, I argue that these accounts are only 

plausible if one makes certain assumptions about the relationship between agents and the 

purported meaning-conferring features of their lives. In particular, my strategy is to look at 

a number of different prominent approaches to the question of what makes life meaningful 

and to ask what assumptions about agency must one make for each approach to be 

plausible. That is, for each approach to meaningfulness, I examine the kind of relationship 

that needs to obtain between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of 

their life. Next, I look to prominent, compatibilist (or at least compatibilist-friendly) 

accounts of agency and ask whether these accounts have the theoretical resources to 

account for the necessary connection between an agent and the potential meaning-

conferring features of their life. 

                                                
8 See Susan Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives,” in unpublished manuscript. 
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Importantly, because I do not seek to define the concept of meaningfulness in lives, nor do 

I attempt to offer a single, unified argument for the incompatibility of, say, determinism 

and meaningfulness in lives. Rather, by examining a range of plausible accounts of 

meaningfulness in lives and a range of prominent accounts of agency, I seek to explain how 

and why these accounts of agency lack the theoretical resources to address important 

questions about meaningfulness. To put it another way, I seek to show how questions 

about meaningfulness differ in important ways from the questions at the centre of the 

traditional dialectic, such that accounts of agency that seem promising within the traditional 

framework, are less attractive when one moves outside of this framework and examines 

other important features of our lives.  

While it is true that the traditional dialectic has largely ignored the connection between 

issues of free will, moral responsibility and agency, on the one hand, and meaningfulness, 

on the other, there are some philosophers who have paid explicit attention to the impact 

that the truth of determinism may have on our conception of our lives as potentially 

meaningful: hard determinists. Hard determinists generally hold the view that the freedom 

required for moral responsibility is incompatible with determinism and that we lack this 

freedom either because determinism is true, or at least because the kind of indeterminism 

that would give rise to the freedom relevant to moral responsibility is false.9 Despite this, 

hard determinists contend that we may nonetheless maintain much in our lives that is 

important to us, including much of morality, the importance and value of interpersonal 

relationships, and, some hard determinists have claimed, our conception of lives as 

potentially meaningful. In Chapter 3 I first argue against a purely subjectivist account of 

meaningfulness in lives, and next that one can use the logic of the hard determinist’s 

position vis-à-vis freedom and moral responsibility to show that the meaningfulness of 

agents’ lives needs to be deeply attributable to agents in a way that, according to the hard 

determinist’s own arguments, would be incompatible with the truth of determinism. 

                                                
9 I include in this category Honderich, A Theory of Determinism; “Determinism as True, 
Compatibilism and Incompatibilism as False, and the Real Problem”; Pereboom, Living without Free 
Will; Smilansky, “Free Will, Fundamental Dualism, and the Centrality of Illusion”; Free Will and 
Illusion. Other philosophers hold that we lack free will because the very concept of libertarian free 
will is inconsistent, see: Richard Double, The Non-Reality of Free Will  (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1991); Metaphilosophy and Free Will  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996); Galen 
Strawson, Freedom and Belief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986); “The Bounds of Freedom,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Free Will, ed. Robert Kane (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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In Chapter 4 I further explore the relationship between an agent and the potentially 

meaning-conferring features of their life by exploring one of the most prominent naturalist 

approaches to meaningfulness, which I term ‘transcendent’ accounts of meaningfulness.10 

According to this general approach, a life is meaningful inasmuch as it connects with or 

engages with particular good or values. I argue that despite initial appearances to the 

contrary, this approach to the question of meaningfulness cannot avoid the issue of agency, 

because the claim that an agent’s life is meaningful inasmuch as it connects with or engages 

with particular goods or values is only plausible if one assumes that the right kind of 

connection exists between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their 

life. In particular, I argue that transcendent accounts of meaningfulness are only plausible if 

the kind of connection that exists between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of their life is one of self-expression.  

Self-expression is a concept that figures centrally in a number of prominent, compatibilist 

accounts of agency.11 Most notably, it is generally assumed that real-self accounts of agency 

                                                
10 John Kekes, “The Meaning of Life,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy XXIV (2000); Robert Nozick, 
Philosophical Explanations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981); David Wiggins, “Truth, Invention and 
the Meaning of Life,” in Needs, Value, Truth (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); Susan Wolf, “The 
Meanings of Lives,”; “Happiness and Meaning: Two Aspects of the Good Life,” Social Philosophy 
and Policy 14, no. 1 (1997); “Meaningful Lives in a Meaningless World,” in Quaestiones Infinitae 
(publication of the Department of Philosophy, Utrecht University, 1997); Neil Levy, 
“Downshifting and Meaning in Life,” Ratio XVIII, no. 2 (2005); Peter Singer, How Are We to Live? 
(Port Melbourne: Mandarin, 1995), and perhaps also Laurence James, “Achievement and the 
Meaningfulness of Life,” Philosophical Papers 34, no. 3 (2005). 
11 The work of Harry Frankfurt represents the clearest example of a real-self account of moral 
agency. See Harry Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” Journal of Philosophy 
LXVI, no. 23 (1969); “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” in The Importance of What 
We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); “Identification and Externality,” in 
The Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: University of Cambridge, 1988); “Identification 
and Wholeheartedness,” in The Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988); “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” in The Importance of What We Care 
About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); The Importance of What We Care About  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); “What We Are Morally Responsible For”; “Three 
Concepts of Free Action”; “The Importance of What We Care About”; “Duty and Love,” 
Philosophical Explorations 1, no. 1 (1998); “Concerning the Freedom and Limits of the Will,” in 
Necessity, Volition, and Love (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); “The Faintest Passion,” 
in Necessity, Volition and Love (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Necessity, Volition and 
Love; “On Caring”; “On the Usefulness of Final Ends”; “On the Necessity of Ideals”; “Autonomy, 
Necessity, and Love.” Other example of real-self views include Michael E. Bratman, 
“Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason,” in Faces of Intention (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999); David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. P.H. Nidditch (Oxford: 
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are well placed to provide an account of self-expression. As such, one might assume that 

these accounts of agency are ideally suited to provide an explanation of the kind of 

connection that must exist between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of their life, for transcendent accounts of meaningfulness to appear plausible. By 

modifying an example commonly drawn on in discussions of meaningfulness – the 

example of Sisyphus – I show that this assumption is mistaken and that real-self accounts 

of agency fall short of what is required because they fail to pay attention to the origin or 

source of the ‘self’. We are concerned, both with regards to agency in general but also more 

specifically with regard to meaningfulness in lives, not only that the relevant features of our 

lives express who we are, but also with who we are and how we came to be that way.  

A number of the criticisms of real-self theories of agency that I make in the context of a 

discussion of meaningfulness are similar to criticisms that have been made of real-self 

theories within the framework of the traditional dialectic. In Chapter 5, therefore, I 

examine a number of philosophers whose accounts of agency are specifically purported to 

overcome the shortcomings of real-self views. First, I examine Susan Wolf’s Reason view.12 

I argue that while Wolf’s view is justifiably seen as an important improvement on real-self 

accounts within the context of the traditional dialectic, it does not fare well in the context 

of the question of meaningfulness. Meaningfulness, I argue, is necessarily a temporally 

extended feature of an agent’s life and despite the improvements it offers over real-self 

views, Wolf’s Reason view is still essentially ahistorical. Using another modification of the 

example of Sisyphus I show how Wolf’s view falls short of what is required in the context 

of meaningfulness.  

 The next account of agency I examine – Fischer and Ravizza’s reason-responsive account 

– purports to recognise the essentially historical nature of agency and responsibility and, as 

such, overcome the shortcomings of real-self accounts, and accounts such as Wolf’s 

reason-view.13 I argue that Fischer and Ravizza’s account falls short, however, in an 

important way. According to nearly all transcendent accounts of meaningfulness, there is a 

plurality of goods or values in the world with which an agent could connect or engage with 
                                                                                                                                          
Clarendon Press, 1978); Gary Watson, “Free Agency,” in Free Will, ed. Gary Watson (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1982); Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
12 Susan Wolf, Freedom within Reason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990). 
13 John Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza, Responsibility and Control: A Theory of Moral Responsibility  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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in such a way as to be meaning-conferring. Consequently, practical questions concerning 

meaningfulness often have multiple, incommensurable yet equally ‘correct’ answers. As a 

result, deliberation concerning meaningfulness often gives rise to the problem of plural 

rationality, the problem that the reasons that there are, do not determine a unique course of 

action that one should pursue. I note that whereas within the traditional dialectic plural 

rationality is often thought to be a problem for incompatibilists, within the context of 

meaningfulness, it is instead a problem for certain compatibilists if, as is the case with 

Fischer and Ravizza, one’s account of agency cannot explain what happens when an agent 

resolves a rational dilemma. The discussion of plural rationality also serves to highlight 

again the important of the nature and source of the self in the context of meaningfulness. 

At this point, I have highlighted two features of meaningfulness that appear to cause 

problems for accounts of agency. First, meaningfulness is necessarily a temporally extended 

feature of an agent’s life and it therefore requires an account of agency over time. Second, 

the realm of value with which meaningfulness is concerned appears pluralistic, thereby 

giving rise to the problem of plural rationality. The transcendent accounts of 

meaningfulness that I focus on in Chapters 4 and 5 do not focus directly on the temporally 

extended nature of meaningfulness, though I take it to be an implicit feature of those 

accounts. An alternative – although not contradictory – approach to the question of what 

makes life meaningful, however, emerges when one focuses on meaningfulness as a 

necessarily temporally extended feature of lives. In Chapter 6 I explore the proposal that 

the meaningfulness of an agent’s life is a function of that life’s narrative structure. Drawing 

on the work of David Velleman and of John Martin Fischer, I argue that narrative accounts 

of meaningfulness are only plausible inasmuch as one assumes that an agent is, in some 

important sense, the author of their own narrative.14 I then explore two accounts of agency 

– those of David Velleman and of Michael Bratman – which focus on the temporally 

extended nature of agency and therefore appear well placed to provide the kind of agency 

we desire for a narrative account of meaningfulness.15 Bratman and Velleman’s accounts 

                                                
14 John Martin Fischer, “Free Will, Death, and Immortality: The Role of Narrative,” Philosophical 
Papers 34, no. 3 (2005); Velleman, “Well-Being and Time.” 
15 Michael E. Bratman, “Identification, Decision, and Treating as a Reason,” Philosophical Topics 24 
(1996); “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” The Philosophical Review 109, no. 1 
(2000); “Two Problems About Human Agency,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 101 (2001); 
“Three Forms of Agential Commitment: Reply to Cullity and Gerans,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society 104, no. 1 (2004); “A Desire of One's Own,” in Structures of Agency (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007); David E. Velleman, “Epistemic Freedom,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 
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have much to offer, not only within the traditional dialectic but also when considering 

questions of meaningfulness. Both theorists provide accounts of agency over time which 

appear capable of explaining the connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-

conferring features of their life. And both theorists appear to be able to address the 

problem of plural rationality; of how one deliberates and decides when the outcome is 

under-determined by the reasons that there are. However, as both Bratman and Velleman’s 

accounts do, I argue that they fall short of providing all that is required with regard to the 

connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. 

Through a further modification of the predicament of Sisyphus I demonstrate that neither 

approach addresses the problem of perverse causal histories that undermine our 

judgements of meaningfulness. Moreover, I demonstrate how reframing the problem of 

determinism through the lens of meaningfulness focuses on the question of whether, in 

settling for a compatibilist account of agency we are losing a variety of freedom worth 

wanting.  

In Chapter 7 I address a major potential objection to my thesis: namely that theistic 

accounts of meaningfulness provide clear, plausible examples according to which an agent 

is essentially passive with regard to the meaningfulness of their life since, according to 

theistic accounts it might be claimed that meaningfulness depends not on the actions of the 

agent, but on the actions of God. I argue that contrary to appearances, however, most 

theistic accounts of meaningfulness presuppose some kind of agency requirement. 

Moreover, I argue that inasmuch as there are possible theistic accounts that do not 

presuppose such a requirement, such accounts are less plausible because of this: it is, I 

claim, a prima facie deficiency of an account of meaningfulness that it does not require that 

an agent be active with respect to the meaningfulness of their life. In the second part of the 

chapter I discuss a purported theistic counterexample to my agency requirement: the 

conversion of Paul on the road to Damascus. I argue that, again contrary to initial 

appearances, we have no reasons – either conceptual or textual – to deny that Paul was 

relevantly active with respect to the meaningfulness of his life; and good reasons not to do 

so.  

                                                                                                                                          
70(1989); “Introduction,” in The Possibility of Practical Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000); “The Possibility of Practical Reason,” in The Possibility of Practical Reason (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); “Identification and Identity,” in Contours of Agency, ed. Sarah Buss and Lee 
Overton (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002); J. David Velleman, “The Self as Narrator,” in Self to 
Self (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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Finally, in the concluding chapter, Chapter 8, I review my arguments and highlight what I 

believe I have, and have not, shown over the course of my thesis. Importantly, I highlight 

that I do not claim to have provided an argument for the incompatibility of determinism 

and meaningfulness in lives. Rather, I hope to have shown that most prominent accounts 

of agency are ill-equipped to provide an account of the kind of connection required 

between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. And this is 

important for two reasons. First, it highlights a significant ‘cost’ of some prominent 

accounts of agency; namely that ascribing to such views means one is unable to ascribe to 

some of the more prominent and plausible accounts of meaningfulness in lives. Moreover, 

I hope that my arguments suggest new and instructive paths beyond the traditional dialectic 

that typically defines the problem of determinism, and philosophical discussion of agency 

more broadly. Morality and moral responsibility are important, and clearly worthy of 

careful philosophical examination. But if the philosophical study of agency is to genuinely 

respond to our most urgent and strongly felt normative concerns, then it needs to look 

beyond narrow questions about right and wrong. Our normative lives are so much richer 

and varied than this narrow focus would suggest. We care, I believe, not only about 

whether we do the right thing, but also about the kind of people we are, the kind of lives 

we lead, and the difference that each of us will make, in our own finite way. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  

THE TRADITIONAL DIALECTIC 

We generally take ourselves to be morally responsible agents. Similarly, although perhaps 

more controversially, we also take ourselves to have free will.1 These assumptions, 

however, appear to conflict with a certain thesis about how the world works: determinism. 

That is, it seems that if determinism is true, then we neither have free will, nor are morally 

responsible (some might argue that we are not responsible because we lack free will). 

Together, the apparent incompatibility of determinism with both freedom of the will and 

moral responsibility might be called ‘the problem of determinism’. This problem has a long 

and illustrious history, and debate over issues largely similar to the problem of determinism 

dates back at least to Aristotle. Despite centuries of scholarly attention, however, 

philosophers remain sharply divided over the problem of determinism. Before proceeding 

to look at the various positions held by philosophers regarding the problem of 

determinism, it will be useful to try to clarify just what the thesis of determinism is, for this 

will make clearer the source of concern among philosophers and ordinary folk alike. 

Very roughly, determinism is the thesis that at any instant there is exactly one physically 

possible future.2 More specifically, determinism is based on the view that the entire physical 

world is explicable in terms of cause and effect. One atom bumps another atom and so on. 

According to determinism, happenings in the world are explicable entirely in terms of such 

causal chains.3 Peter van Inwagen provides a clear definition of determinism in terms of the 

conjunction of the following theses: 

(a) ‘For every instant of time, there is a proposition that expresses the state of the 

world at that instant’. 

                                                
1 I say ‘more controversially’ because some philosophers might deny that we have any genuine pre-
philosophical opinions about anything as obscure as a ‘will’ and whether or not it is ‘free’. 
2 Peter van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 3. 
3 It seems to me that determinism does not require the truth of reductive physicalism: that every 
fact in the world is reducible to physical facts. Rather, it might be the case that certain facts, or 
certain happenings, etc., exist or take place independently of the physical world. What must be the 
case, however, if determinism is to be true, is that such non-physical facts or events are not causally 
efficacious. 
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(b) ‘If A and B are propositions that express the state of the world at an instant, 

then the conjunction of A with the laws of physics entails B’.4 

It is relatively easy to see why the truth of determinism might be thought to be a problem 

for both free will and moral responsibility. Pre-theoretically, I’m inclined to think that I can 

choose whether I do action A or not-A. Moreover, I think my doing of action A (or not-

A) is thus up to me and it is for this reason (or at least in part for this reason) that I could 

rightly be said to be morally responsible for A or not-A (or at least my doing of A or not-

A). The occurrence of A, however, is a feature of the physical world and thus will be 

subsumed under the proposition which expresses the state of the world at the relevant 

instant. Given (b) above, the occurrence of A or not-A will be entailed by the conjunction 

of a proposition expressing the state of the world at any other instant and the laws of 

physics. Thus it is unclear how, if determinism is true, I can be said to be either free with 

respect to, or morally responsible for, A or not-A (or my doing of A or not-A).  

There is much more, of course, that can be said on both sides of the argument. In this 

chapter I set out, at a high level, the contours of what might be thought of as the 

traditional dialectic concerning the problem of determinism. What follows is by no means 

an exhaustive review of the literature and arguments presented by compatibilists and 

incompatibilists respectively. In particular, the discussion below ignores a number of more 

recent developments, including the growing number of adherents of what might be termed 

‘non-standard views’, who adopt neither the compatibilist’s nor the incompatibilist’s 

                                                
4 Peter van Inwagen, “The Incompatibility of Free Will and Determinism,” in Free Will, ed. Gary 
Watson (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 47. It might be thought that (b) is 
problematic. First, as it stands A and B can be propositions which express the state of the world at 
the same instant – yet surely determinism relates to distinct states of the world. But this is not in fact 
a problem. If we take the proposition ‘the conjunction of A and the laws of physics’ then we can 
get B for surely the laws of physics entail that the state of the world cannot change if no time has 
passed. Thus, if A and B express the state of the world at the same instant, we will expect the 
conjunction of A and the laws of physics to give us B. Second, it might be thought that B needs to 
be a successor to A, that it expresses the state of the world at some instant later that A. Van 
Inwagen responds to this worry, saying ‘The only physical theories that are known to be 
deterministic “from-past-to-future” (two-particle classical mechanics and certain mathematically 
similar theories) are also known to be deterministic “from-future-to-past”’. Van Inwagen adds that 
if anyone is genuinely troubled about this aspect of his definition, they may add the stipulation that 
B expresses an instant later than A and that such an addition will not affect the argument. An Essay 
on Free Will, p. 65. 
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positions as they are usually understood.5 On the one hand, there has been renewed 

attention on ‘successor accounts’; that is, accounts of free will and moral responsibility 

which are broadly in the hard determinist tradition in claiming that there is good reason to 

believe that we do not in fact possess the free will required for moral responsibility.6 On 

the other hand, there has been a growing focus on ‘revisionist accounts’; that is, accounts 

of free will and moral responsibility which argue that ‘an adequate philosophical account of 

free will [or moral responsibility] requires us to jettison some aspects of our common sense 

thinking about it’.7 These revisionist accounts generally move beyond the question of 

whether free will or moral responsibility is compatible with determinism and instead argue 

that we ought to modify our conceptions of free will and moral responsibility once we 

realise that our folk or common sense concepts require some kind of libertarian freedom.8 

While both successor and revisionist accounts of free will and moral responsibility may 

have much to recommend them and are clearly worthy of philosophical attention, my 

primary concern in this chapter is to show how the traditional dialectic surrounding the 

problem of determinism is defined by both general agreement regarding what the problem 

is, and also a series of seemingly intractable disagreements over if and how the problem is 

to be solved. 

                                                
5 A good summary of recent developments in the contemporary free will debate is provided by 
Kane, “Introduction.” 
6 See, for example, Honderich, A Theory of Determinism; “Determinism as True, Compatibilism and 
Incompatiblism as False, and the Real Problem”; Robert Kane, “Introduction: The Contours of the 
Contemporary Free Will Debate,” ibid; Pereboom, Living without Free Will; Pereboom, “Living 
without Free Will: The Case for Hard Incompatibilism”; Pereboom, “Defending Hard 
Incompatibilism; Smilansky”, Free Will and Illusion; “Free Will, Fundamental Dualism, and the 
Centrality of Illusion.” While some successor views clearly pre-date 2000, it seems clear that there 
has been a resurgence in interest in such views in more recent years. 
7 Vargas, “Revisionism About Free Will: A Statement and Defence.” 
8 Example of revisionism include Susan Hurley, “Is Responsibility Essentially Impossible?,” ibid. 99 
(2000); Singer, “Freedom and Revision”; Vargas, “Even Better Than the Real Thing: Revisionism 
and Responsibility”; “Revisionism About Free Will: A Statement and Defence”; “Revisionist 
Accounts of Free Will: Origins, Varieties and Challenges.” Vargas (2011) argues that an early 
version of revisionism can be found in Smart, “Free Will, Praise, and Blame.” 
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I. THE INCOMPATIBILIST’S CONCERN 

While the idea that the truth of determinism would be somehow incompatible with people 

being morally responsible (or people having freedom of the will)9 is fairly intuitive, it is 

worth examining an argument for the incompatibilist’s claim that moral responsibility is 

not compatible with the truth of determinism.10 

Peter van Inwagen gives one well-known and powerful version of the argument for 

incompatibilism.11 Van Inwagen first presents his argument that free will is incompatible 

with determinism and then later extends his reasoning to the issue of moral responsibility.12 

Put simply, van Inwagen argues that if determinism is true then we can never do other than 

we do in fact do. If this is the case, then we cannot have free will and, if we cannot do 

other than we do in fact do, then it is never reasonable to hold one another responsible. 

For brevity, I will only give a bare bones account of van Inwagen’s argument; however, this 

should be enough to give the reader an idea of the force and nature of the incompatibilist’s 

concern. Van Inwagen asks us to imagine a certain situation. Imagine that there is a judge, 

J, who needed only to raise his right hand at a particular time, T, to prevent the execution 

of a death sentence upon a given criminal. Let us further suppose that J refrained from 

raising his right hand and that this resulted in the criminal being put to death. J was neither 

physically nor mentally incapacitated in any way that placed a limit on the relevant 

behaviour. Using this example, van Inwagen constructs a ‘formal’ argument for 

                                                
9 Unless necessary, I will refer only to the compatibility of determinism with moral responsibility, 
rather than freedom of the will. Most recent work in the area seems to focus of moral responsibility 
rather than freedom of the will, however a number of the arguments (although not all) could be 
altered so as to apply to the issue of the compatibility of freedom of the will and determinism. 
10 While theorists disagree over significant aspects of the concept of moral responsibility, it is worth 
noting that the dialectic typically takes moral responsibility to be understood in terms of meriting 
backward-looking judgements that are somehow dependent on the state of the agent at the time of 
action. For a different, forward looking account of moral responsibility, see Claudia Card, The 
Unnatural Lottery (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996), pp. 23ff. 
11 Peter van Inwagen, “The Incompatibility of Free Will and Determinism,” Philosophical Studies 27 
(1975). Van Inwagen’s ideas and arguments are further developed in An Essay on Free Will., in which 
van Inwagen gives three versions of the ‘consequence argument’. References to “The 
Incompatibility of Free Will and Determinism” will be to the reprint in Gary Watson, ed. Free Will 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). Another version of the consequence argument is given by 
Carl Ginet, On Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), Chapter 5. 
12 For van Inwagen’s discussion of moral responsibility, see van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, 
Chapter V. 
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incompatibilism. Let ‘T0’ be some instant prior to J’s birth, ‘P0’ be the proposition that 

expresses the state of the world at T0, ‘P’ be the proposition expressing the state of the 

world at T, and ‘L’ to denote the single conjunction of all the laws of physics.13 Van 

Inwagen’s ‘First Formal Argument’ consists of seven propositions, the seventh of which 

follows from the conjunction of the first six: 

(1) If determinism is true then the conjunction of P0 and L entails P; 

(2) If J had raised his hand at T, then P would be false; 

(3) If (2) is true then if J could have raised his hand at T, J could have rendered P false; 

(4) If J could have rendered P false, then given (1), J could have rendered the 

conjunction of P0 and L false; 

(5) If J could have rendered the conjunction of P0 and L false then J could have 

rendered L false; 

(6) J could not have rendered L false; 

(7) * If determinism is true then J could not have raised his hand.14 

That (7) follows from (1)–(6) can be established by truth-functional logic. Premise (5) 

perhaps needs some clarification. Since P0 expresses a state of affairs prior to J’s birth, it is 

impossible for J to render P0 false and thus if J can render the conjunction of P0 and L 

false, then J can render L false.15 Premise (6) follows from what it is to be a law of physics; 

as van Inwagen says ‘the laws of nature impose limits on our abilities; they are partly 

determinative of what it is possible for us to do’.16 

The idea underlying the incompatibilist’s concern is relatively simple:   

Consider any act that (logically) someone might have performed. If it should 
turn out that this act was incompatible with the state of the world before that 

                                                
13 Van Inwagen goes into some detail discussing the terms ‘proposition’, ‘state of the world at an 
instant’, and ‘laws of physics’. See ibid., Ch. 3. 
14 Ibid., p. 70. 
15 In order for this to be the case we must be able to dismiss the possibility of backwards causation. 
Given we are dealing with physical possibility, however, this doesn’t seem too problematic. 
16 van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, p. 62. 
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person’s birth taken together with the laws of nature, then it follows that that 
person could not have performed that act. Moreover, if determinism were true, 
then just any deviation from the actual course of events would be incompatible 
with any past state of the world taken together with the laws of nature. 
Therefore, if determinism is true, it never has been within my power to deviate 
from the actual course of events that has constituted my history.17 

The step between the lack of freedom, which Van Inwagen’s argument hopes to establish, 

would result from the truth of determinism, and the question of moral responsibility can be 

stated fairly briefly. If determinism is true, then, following from the argument above, no 

one could ever act differently to how they in fact act. To be responsible for doing a 

particular action, however, it must be the case that one could have refrained from doing 

that action. But if determinism is true we lack the appropriate freedom and thus this is 

never the case. Therefore if determinism is true no one is ever morally responsible for their 

actions. 

II. ANALYSING INCOMPATIBILISM AWAY: CONDITIONAL ANALYSIS 

Now that we have seen what the incompatibilist is worried about, we can turn to the 

response of those philosophers, compatibilists, who argue that the truth of determinism is 

compatible with either freedom of the will, or moral responsibility, or both. Perhaps the 

most well-known form of argument for compatibilism is the so-called Conditional Analysis 

of freedom and moral responsibility. Various philosophers have presented numerous 

versions of the Conditional Analysis. I will not give a full account of the arguments for and 

against these proposals. Rather, I will briefly present the central idea that lies at the heart of 

this attempt to show the compatibility of free will and moral responsibility. While I will not 

refute the Conditional Analyses, I will suggest that such an argument will only appeal to 

those who already have preconceived compatibilist leanings and thus it is ultimately 

incapable of convincing those without such leanings. As a result, Conditional Analyses are 

unlikely to break the stalemate at the heart of the traditional dialectic.  

The key to the compatibilism of the Conditional Analysis is to challenge the idea that the 

fact that a unique past determines a unique future is necessarily incompatible with the way 

in which we ordinarily conceive of our ability to act otherwise. An incompatibilist, such as 

van Inwagen, suggests that determinism entails that we are never able to do otherwise. 

Thus, suppose I do some action, A. Determinism entails that the following statement is 

                                                
17 Ibid., p. 75. 
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false: ‘I could have done not-A’. And we saw above that the incompatibilist can present 

this argument in a vigorous and forceful form. The Conditional Analysis, however, charges 

that this conclusion is only reached because of a misunderstanding of statements of the 

form ‘I could have done not-A’. The Conditional Analysis suggests that we ought to render 

such a statement as ‘If I had decided (chosen, willed) to do not-A, I would have done not-

A’.18 And this statement, claims the advocate of the Conditional Analysis, is perfectly 

consistent with the truth of determinism.  

On this analysis of ‘could have’ or ‘ability’ statements, the key to possession of the relevant 

freedom is that one’s actions are causally related to one’s desires, beliefs, will etc., in the 

right way. Consider for example, the judge, J, who features in van Inwagen’s first formal 

argument above. The story, as told by van Inwagen, is silent of the issue of how J’s 

motives, desires, etc., feature in the explanation of his behaviour. All that we are told is that 

his raising his hand at time T is entailed by the conjunction of a proposition expressing the 

state of the world at some time prior to his birth and the laws of nature. Suppose, though, 

that we fill in the story and say that J raised his hand at time T because he desired to, or 

wanted to, or chose to. This is, of course, consistent with the rest of the story. According 

to the Conditional Analysis this would be sufficient for J’s hand-raising to be free, for if J 

had chosen differently, he would not have raised his hand at T. The advocate of the 

Conditional Analysis is prepared to admit that the truth of determinism might entail that J 

could not in fact have so chosen; i.e. given the past, and the laws of nature, J was causally 

necessitated to choose to raise his hand at T. Nonetheless, the advocate of the Conditional 

Analysis of freedom insists that provided the right kind of counterfactual dependence 

holds between an agent’s motives, desires, choices, etc., and his action, an agent has all the 

freedom they could desire. 

It is not difficult to see why an incompatibilist would find the Conditional Analysis 

unconvincing. To one with incompatibilist sentiments, the rendering of statements of the 

form ‘I could have done A’ as ‘I would have done A, if I had chosen to do A’ seems to do 
                                                
18 A more ‘primitive’ variety of the Conditional Analysis of freedom renders a statement such as 
that given above as ‘If I had chosen to do not-x, I could have done not-x’. Such a version is 
credited to, among others, Jonathan Edwards, Freedom of the Will  (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1957); G. E. Moore, Ethics  (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), Ch. 6. Difficulties with 
this kind of Conditional Analysis of freedom are discussed in J. L. Austin, “Ifs and Cans,” in 
Philosophical Papers, ed. J. O. Urmson and G. J. Warnock (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961); Roderick 
M. Chisholm, “Human Freedom and the Self,” in Free Will, ed. Gary Watson (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1982). 
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nothing to alleviate the problem given the admission of the proponent of the Conditional 

Analysis that the truth of determinism entails that an agent would be unable to choose 

other than they in fact do. At best, this move merely seems to relocate the problem to the 

level of choice rather than action. For the Conditional Analysis to be successful, it must be 

the case that the expression 

(a) He could have done otherwise, 

is justifiably rendered: 

(b) If he had chosen to do otherwise, then he would have done otherwise. 

This assertion, however, appears doubtful. Roderick Chisholm makes the incompatibilist’s 

complaint clearly in the following example: 

our man might be such that, if he had chosen to do otherwise, then he could 
have done otherwise, and yet also such that he could not have chosen to do 
otherwise. Suppose, after all, that our murderer could not have chosen, or could 
not have decided to do otherwise. Then the fact that he happens to also be a man 
such that, if he had chosen not to shoot he would not have shot, would make no 
difference. For if he could not have chosen not to shoot, then he could not have 
done anything other than just what it was that he did do.19 

Thus, according to Chisholm, (b) could be true while (a) false and thus one should reject 

the premise of the argument of the Conditional Analysis that (a) and (b) are equivalent. 

I think Chisholm-style counter-examples such as the one above provide an elegant and 

forceful elucidation of the problem with the Conditional Analysis of freedom and 

responsibility. Rather than confronting the compatibility or incompatibility of freedom or 

moral responsibility and determinism, the Analysis seems to attempt to side step or shirk 

the issue. Such sidestepping, however, is no argument. As mentioned earlier, various 

version of the Conditional Analysis have been proposed. Some of these versions have been 

proposed precisely to avoid befalling Chisholm-style counter-examples.20 Without going 

into the details of either the analyses proposed, or the specific objections against such 

analyses, I am inclined to believe that even if such versions of the Conditional Analysis are 

successful in avoiding Chisholm-style counter-examples, parallel counter-examples could 

                                                
19 “Human Freedom and the Self,” p. 27. 
20 See, for example, Bruce Aune, “Hypotheticals and ‘Can’: Another Look,” ibid. 
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be proposed which do pose a problem for these alternative forms of the Analysis.21 I will 

not, however, argue for this position. Rather, I wish to point out why the appeal to the 

Conditional Analysis will not provide a solution to the problem of determinism which is 

acceptable to all interlocutors. 

Proponents of the Conditional Analysis generally present their analysis of ‘could have done 

otherwise’ expressions in order to provide a compatibilist account of freedom and 

determinism. Thus, they argue that moral responsibility and determinism are compatible 

because one can interpret ‘could have done otherwise statements’ in a way which does not 

demand the existence of alternative possibilities. To this proposal, incompatibilists might 

perhaps object that such an account lacks any positive arguments for the Conditional 

Analysis of freedom. Rather, proponents of Conditional Analysis merely present their 

particular version of the Conditional Analysis and perhaps defend it against certain 

potential counter-examples. What is unclear, however, is why anyone, especially someone 

with incompatibilist sentiments, should think that analysis of the ability to do otherwise is 

correct. The problem, therefore, is that proponents of the Conditional Analysis present 

such an analysis as an argument for compatibilism, when in reality it is a central premise in 

the argument for compatibilism. If one is an incompatibilist, then one is unlikely to be 

inclined to think the fact that the role played by the Conditional Analysis in a defence of 

compatibilism is a good reason to accept such an analysis of ability statements as correct. 

Indeed, an incompatibilist has good reason to doubt this. Consider van Inwagen’s First 

Formal Argument above. The argument is valid. But if the Conditional Analysis of 

Freedom is correct then the First Formal Argument is false, and thus one or more of the 

premises must be false. But van Inwagen clearly thinks the premises of this argument true; 

indeed he presents arguments for this conclusion. To this extent, therefore, in presenting 

the First Formal Argument, van Inwagen provides an argument against the Conditional 

Analysis.22 

The seemingly intractable nature of the dialectic between the compatibilists and 

incompatibilists is further evident when we imagine a compatibilist’s response to the 

objection made above. The incompatibilists essentially charged the proponents of 

                                                
21 For objections to certain versions of the Conditional Analysis of freedom which claim to avoid 
the objections of Chisholm, see Keith Lehrer, “Cans without Ifs,” in Free Will, ed. Gary Watson 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, pp. 115–20. 
22 See An Essay on Free Will, pp. 120–22. 
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Conditional Analysis with begging the question for it seems as though they take their 

compatibilist intuitions as evidence for the validity of the Conditional Analysis. In 

response, however, the proponent of Conditional Analysis might claim that the 

incompatibilist has wrongly analysed the argument being given. The argument for 

Conditional Analysis does not rely on the compatibilist intuition, but rather is a form of 

inference to the best explanation. Such an argument goes something like this: ‘Our 

scientific conception of the world commits us to believing that determinism is true. Our 

practices and experiences of moral responsibility seem to entail a commitment to agents 

being able to do otherwise. These seem incompatible. The Conditional Analysis allows me 

to make these two important commitments compatible with one another. That the 

Conditional Analysis is able to do this, that it allows us to harmonise our beliefs about the 

world with our understanding of certain practices, is good reason to believe it to be true’. 

When put in this fashion, the argument presented by the proponent of Conditional 

Analysis does not appear to be begging the question. 

Again, however, I think the incompatibilist can reasonably remain unconvinced. While the 

proponent of the Conditional Analysis may not straightforwardly beg the question, there is 

clearly a sense in which the compatibilist intuition is motivating the analysis. From the 

incompatibilist’s point of view, by contrast, there is something importantly wrong with the 

Conditional Analysis. Where the proponent of the Analysis sees the fact that they can 

provide for the compatibility of determinism and responsibility as a reason in favour of the 

Analysis, the incompatibilist takes this as reason to be sceptical. The incompatibilist has the 

strong intuition that determinism entails a lack of responsibility and thus will see any 

analysis which has the consequence of making determinism and responsibility compatible 

prima facie doubtful. Moreover, Chisholm-style counter-examples add fuel to the 

incompatibilist’s doubt and seem to suggest that something is deeply mistaken in the 

Analysis.23  

It should be noted that the incompatibilist’s position on this issue is not necessarily any 

stronger than that of the proponent of the Conditional Analysis. This just serves to 

highlight the nature of the dialectical landscape surrounding this issue. While each side 

                                                
23 It should be noted that I am not claiming that advocates of Conditional Analyses see their 
primary task as addressing the arguments for incompatibilism offered by Van Inwagen. On the 
contrary, I assume that advocates of such accounts see themselves as providing an independent 
reason to believe compatibilism. The presentation of the dialectic given above is intended to bring 
out why this reason is unlikely to move incompatibilists. 
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endeavours to engage their interlocutors, the reality seems to be that each is motivated by 

such differing basic intuitions that little genuine engagement takes place. The kinds of 

concerns that motivate one side of the debate to favour a particular analysis or position 

seem to have little effect upon their opponents. Whether or not the Conditional Analysis is 

correct, it does not appear to be a fruitful path for the dialectic surrounding the problem of 

determinism to proceed along. The differing intuitions, which give rise to the division 

between compatibilists and incompatibilists in the first place, appear to undercut the 

possibility of any resolution of the debate when framed in the terms of a Conditional 

Analysis of freedom and moral responsibility.  

III. FRANKFURT AND THE PRINCIPLE OF ALTERNATE POSSIBILITIES 

The basis of the incompatibilist argument given above was that moral responsibility 

requires that one have the ability to do otherwise and that the truth of determinism means 

that no one would ever have this ability. Above we considered one line of response to this 

position. Harry Frankfurt proposes an alternative and widely influential compatibilist line 

of argument.24 Frankfurt challenges what he refers to as the Principle of Alternate 

Possibilities (PAP): that moral responsibility requires alternate possibilities. PAP seems to 

lie at the heart of the incompatibilist’s position and is granted by the proponent of the 

Conditional Analysis. I will outline Frankfurt’s argument for his position, detailing some of 

his now famous putative counter-examples to PAP. I will then argue that Frankfurt 

ultimately fails to show the irrelevance of alternate possibilities to ascriptions of moral 

responsibility. 

According to Frankfurt, what is relevant to ascribing moral responsibility to an agent is not 

the presence or absence of alternate possibilities, but rather the role played by the agent’s 

decision to do A, in the explanation for the doing of A. In Frankfurt’s most famous 

putative counter-example to PAP, he asks us to consider the following: Suppose someone, 

say Black, wants Jones to do A. Black is willing to do what is necessary to ensure that Jones 

does A Black waits until Jones is about to decide what to do and does nothing unless it is 

clear to him (he has knowledge of such things) that Jones is going to decide to do 

                                                
24 See Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility.” Reprinted as “Alternate 
Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” in Free Will, ed. Gary Watson (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003). See also “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” Journal of Philosophy 
LXVIII, no. 1 (1971). Reprinted as “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” in Free 
Will, ed. Gary Watson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). All references are to later reprints. 
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something other than A. If it becomes clear that Jones will do something other than A, 

Black will act so as to ensure that Jones decides to do and does A.25 As it so happens, Black 

never acts because Jones decides to do, and does, A. Frankfurt concludes that ‘In this case, 

it seems clear, Jones4 will bear precisely the same moral responsibility for what he does as 

he would have borne if Black had not been ready to take steps to ensure that he did it’.26 

Frankfurt thinks he has provided a counter-example to PAP and proposes that it should be 

replaced by the following principle: ‘a person is not morally responsible for what he has 

done if he did it only because he could not have done otherwise. This principle’ says 

Frankfurt, ‘does not appear to conflict with the view that moral responsibility is compatible 

with determinism’.27 

Implicit in Frankfurt’s compatibilism is a particular account of agency which places 

considerable importance on the role played by particular mental states of the agent in 

explanation of their action.28 As Frankfurt develops his account of human agency, it seems 

reasonable to suppose that the nature of his compatibilism will also change accordingly. 

While in “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility” Frankfurt speaks of the role of 

agent’s decisions in the explanation of their actions, in later papers he comes to focus on 

the concepts of identification as central to human agency and accordingly to responsibility. 

In “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”, Frankfurt develops his famous 

hierarchical account of desires according to which what is essential to being a person is 

having what Frankfurt describes as second-order volitions: second-order desires that a 

certain first-order desire be effective or constitute an agent’s will.29 A problem that quickly 

emerges is that agents might not only have desires or volitions of the first- and second-

order, but also desires and volitions of still higher orders, resulting in a potentially never-

ending hierarchy.30 The problem with such a possibility is that it seems to prevent an agent 
                                                
25 This is actually only one of a series of four variations of the ‘Jones’ example. This final example, 
involving Jones and Black, appears the most pertinent to Frankfurt’s attack on PAP. For 
Frankfurt’s presentation of the other counter-examples see “Alternate Possibilities and Moral 
Responsibility,” pp. 168–72. Frankfurt allows us to consider Black’s potential action in a number of 
ways: perhaps he can electronically stimulate Jones’s brain, perhaps he is able to hypnotise him, etc.; 
see, p. 173. 
26 This is the fourth of Frankfurt’s ‘Jones’ examples, thus his use of ‘Jones4’, ibid., p. 173. 
27 Ibid., p. 10, emphasis added. 
28 See “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person.” 
29 Ibid., pp. 82, 84–85. 
30 Gary Watson, “Free Action and Free Will,” Mind 96(1987); “Free Agency.” 
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from identifying themselves with any particular higher order volition and thus threatens to 

undermine that which is essential to personhood. Frankfurt’s response to the possibility of 

regress is to claim that we identify ourselves ‘decisively’ with one of our first-order desires. 

When this occurs, Frankfurt claims that such an identification ‘resounds’ throughout the 

potentially endless array of higher order desires’.31 

We can now see that the notion of ‘identification’ which Frankfurt introduces in his 

account of agency can further furnish his explanation of the Jones and Black example. We 

hold that Jones is morally responsible for doing A because his desire to do A is one with 

which he identifies himself. If he had instead identified with some not-A desire, and thus 

Black had subsequently manipulated his brain so as to make him to desire to do, and to do, 

A, this desire would not be one with which he identified himself, it would be in an 

important sense external to him. Thus, in this later case, Jones’s lack of identification with 

the desire to do A would be grounds for us to abjure him from ascriptions of moral 

responsibility.32 

In his paper “Ability and Responsibility”, Peter van Inwagen argues that even if Frankfurt’s 

counter-examples are successful in showing PAP to be false, they do not succeed in putting 

the issue of the compatibility of moral responsibility and determinism to rest as there are 

other principles, similar to PAP, but which do not seem vulnerable to Frankfurt-style 

counter-examples.33 Van Inwagen presents three such ‘versions’ of PAP which he believes 

also play a role in our deliberations about moral responsibility. 

The first of these principles is as follows: 

                                                
31 Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” p. 85. 
32 It is quite difficult to translate between the ‘decision-talk’, which Frankfurt uses in “Alternate 
Possibilities” and the ‘desire/identification-talk’, which he uses in “Freedom of the Will”. Inasmuch 
as Frankfurt comes to see identification as the central concept in his theory of agency – however 
this concept is cashed out – I think one can assume that his compatibilism should also be seen as 
coming to have identification at its heart. To a certain extent, I think it matters little from the point 
of view of the problem of determinism whether we speak of decision, or desire, or reasons. The 
central distinction which Frankfurt highlights seems to me to be that between decisions/desires 
which are internal to the agent and those which are external. This distinction can be made using the 
concept of identification – explained in terms of hierarchies of desire – or it can be made in terms 
of the concept of decision, by distinguishing between decisions which have their source internal to 
the agent and those whose source is external to the agent. 
33 Peter van Inwagen, “Ability and Responsibility,” Philosophical Review LXXXVI, no. 2 (1978). 
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Principle of Possible Action: A person is morally responsible for failing to perform a 
given act only if he could have performed that act.34 

Consider van Inwagen’s example: I witness a crime and consider calling the police to report 

it. As it happens, I decide against it because I don’t want to get involved. Unbeknownst to 

me, at the time I witnessed the crime, the telephone system was not functioning and thus I 

could not have called the police.35 According to van Inwagen, while we might say that I am 

morally responsible for failing to try to call the police, it is plainly not the case that I am 

responsible for my failure to call the police. After all, how can I be responsible for failing 

to do something I couldn’t have done?36  

Frankfurt responds by claiming that van Inwagen takes ‘full responsibility’ to be a 

necessary condition of moral responsibility. While Frankfurt doubts this premise, he insists 

that its truth or falsity is of ‘no moral interest’.37 In support of this, Frankfurt asks that we 

suppose we don’t know whether the telephones are working when I made and acted upon 

my decision not call the police. In such a case, we would nonetheless have enough 

information to make a competent moral appraisal of me for my actions. What we may be 

unsure of is how to describe my culpability. If the telephones were working, then I may be 

morally responsible for failing to call the police, if they were not working, then I am 

described as morally responsible for failing to try to call; ‘But both the quality of moral 

judgement and its degree – whether P is blameworthy or praiseworthy, and to what extent 

– will be exactly the same in both cases’ and thus the difference is of ‘no moral 

significance’.38   

There appears to me to be something deeply unsatisfying about Frankfurt’s response to 

van Inwagen’s challenge. The distinction between a failure to do a certain action, or a 

failure to try to do a certain action does seem to be a morally salient one, and an agent 

might be morally responsible for the latter, while not morally responsible for the former. I 

think the best way to recognise the moral salience of this distinction is to recognise that 

‘failure to call the police’ and ‘failure to try to call the police’ are not equivalent 

descriptions; rather, they are descriptions of distinct states of affairs. To bring out the 

                                                
34 Ibid., p. 204. 
35 Ibid., pp. 204–05. 
36 Ibid., p. 205. 
37 Frankfurt, “What We Are Morally Responsible For,” p. 99. 
38 Ibid. 



 26 

importance of distinctness of states of affairs, consider again Frankfurt’s Jones and Black 

example. I think the correct analysis of the example, as Frankfurt tells it, is that we hold 

Jones responsible for bringing it about – that ‘Jones did action A on the basis of a desire 

with which he identified’. This is to be contrasted with the state of affairs for which we 

would not hold Jones responsible – that ‘Jones did action A only because his brain was 

manipulated by Black’.  

This discussion of states of affairs links in with another of Van Inwagen’s variations on 

PAP: 

Principle of Possible Prevention: A person is morally responsible for a particular state 
of affairs only if (that state of affairs obtains and) he could have prevented it 
from obtaining.39 

Van Inwagen presents a strong argument both that the Principle of Possible Prevention is 

reasonable, and that it is not vulnerable to Frankfurt-style counter-examples.40 What I am 

more interested in, however, is that the Principle of Possible Prevention helps us diagnose just 

what is wrong with Frankfurt’s compatibilism, and importantly, why his explanation 

nonetheless has some intuitive appeal. 

Consider again Frankfurt’s Jones and Black case. I think Frankfurt’s analysis of this 

example is appealing because we take it for granted that it is up to Jones whether he does 

A for reasons of his own. Indeed, Frankfurt explicitly states that this is the case: ‘What 

action he [Jones] performs is not up to him. Of course it is in a way up to him whether he 

acts on his own or as a result of Black’s intervention’.41 On the picture presented in 

“Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”, this amounts to the claim that it is up 

to Jones whether he identifies with his first-order desire to do A. Frankfurt’s argument for 

compatibilism takes roughly the following form: determinism has the consequence that 

people are never able to do otherwise. It is commonly assumed that people are only 

morally responsible if they can do otherwise (PAP). But this assumption is false. People 

can be morally responsible despite a lack of alternate possibilities. This argument is only 

                                                
39 van Inwagen, “Ability and Responsibility,” p. 206. This is actually van Inwagen’s Principle of 
Possible Prevention2; his Principle of Possible Prevention1 is an analogous principle expressed in terms of 
events, rather than states of affairs. For van Inwagen’s parallel analysis of the shortcomings of 
Frankfurt’s compatibilism, expressed in terms of events, see pp. 205ff.  
40 Ibid., pp. 210 ff. 
41 Frankfurt, “What We Are Morally Responsible For,” p. 8. 
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successful if Frankfurt’s version of PAP accurately captures the consequences of the truth 

of determinism. But I think it is clear that it does not. Determinism seems pertinent not 

only to ‘possibilities’ loosely described such as ‘Jones did A’, but also more specific states 

of affairs (or event descriptions), like ‘Jones did A for reasons of his own’, as opposed to 

‘Jones did A because his brain was manipulated by Black’. Frankfurt offers several 

accounts of what identification consists in, ranging from higher-order volitions, decisions 

or decisive commitments, and then finally satisfaction.42 Even if such mental states are not 

straightforwardly reducible to physical states, it does seem reasonable to further suppose 

that mental states at least supervene on physical states.43 If this is correct, then a 

consequence of the truth of determinism would be that whether or not one identifies 

oneself with a particular first-order desire will be physically determined in much the same 

way as any other physical fact. Thus, given the truth of determinism it will be physically 

determined which particular state of affairs obtains: either ‘Jones does A for reasons of his 

own’ or ‘Jones did A only because his brain was manipulated by Black’. If this analysis is 

correct, then Frankfurt has failed to provide us with a justification for holding Jones 

morally responsible for his action, or for any particular state of affairs obtaining. Perhaps 

Frankfurt is successful in providing counter-examples to PAP as he presents it. Even if this 

is so, the incompatibilist need not be concerned. PAP, as presented by Frankfurt, does not 

accurately capture the implications of the truth of determinism. When we look more 

closely at Frankfurt-style cases we realise that we are only inclined to consider agents 

morally responsible in the absence of alternate possibilities because we assume, along with 

Frankfurt, that the agents enjoy a degree of freedom or choice – with regards to which of 

their desires is effective – which determinism would not clearly allow for. 

IV. REACTIVE ATTITUDES AND MORAL JUDGEMENT 

The two versions of compatibilism so far examined, the Conditional Analysis and 

Frankfurt-style counter-examples, have sought to attack head-on the incompatibilist’s 

claims. I want to now examine a third strand of compatibilism. In his influential 

                                                
42 See “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”; “Identification and Wholeheartedness,” 
in Responsibility, Character, and the Emotions: New Essays in Moral Psychology, ed. Ferdinand David 
Schoeman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987); The Importance of What We Care About; 
“The Faintest Passion,” Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association 66(1992); 
Necessity, Volition and Love. 
43 I discuss the development of Frankfurt’s views, including his various attempts at fleshing out the 
notion of identification, in Chapter 4. 
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contribution to the issue of the problem of determinism, Peter Strawson attempts to 

question the nature of the issue over which the compatibilists and incompatibilists 

disagree.44 Two features of Strawson’s position are notable. First, he seeks to ground 

ascriptions of moral responsibility within a broader framework of what he refers to as 

reactive attitudes – attitudes that are intimately involved in myriad of human interaction. 

Second, Strawson seeks to show that our practices of ascribing moral responsibility are not 

the kind of things that could come under threat as a result of the truth of a particular 

physical doctrine.  

Strawson begins with a discussion not of the issue of moral responsibility specifically, but 

rather with something apparently quite tangential. Strawson notes the critical importance 

we give to ‘whether the actions of other people… reflect attitudes of goodwill, affection or 

esteem on the one hand or contempt, indifference, or malevolence on the other’.45 

According to Strawson, the way we react emotionally to the actions of others depends on 

our perception of the quality of will that is being expressed through that action. Thus we 

feel a kind of resentment towards someone who injures us malevolently that is absent in 

our response to a similar injury caused by accident. Strawson refers to such emotional 

responses as ‘reactive attitudes’. 46 

Strawson highlights two classes of circumstance in which our normal reactive attitudes are 

modified. In the first class are cases to which we might respond ‘He didn’t mean to’, or ‘He 

was pushed’ etc. In such cases, we recognise that though the action is of the kind that 

would usually justify a certain reactive attitude, circumstances are such that in this particular 

case such a reaction is no longer appropriate. Nonetheless, in this first class of cases we do 

not view the agent as other than fully responsible and thus normally the proper target of 

our reactive attitudes. In the second class Strawson includes cases that cause us to either 

temporarily or permanently view the agent as not a proper target of our reactive attitudes.47 

In this class of cases, where we recognise an individual as an inappropriate target for our 

usual reactive attitudes, Strawson thinks we are inclined to adopt what he refers to as the 
                                                
44 P.F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment” (paper presented at the Proceedings of the British 
Academy, 1962). Reprinted as Peter Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” in Free Will, ed. Gary 
Watson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). All references are to this later reprint. 
45 “Freedom and Resentment,” p. 63. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., pp. 64–65. For this second class of cases, Strawson gives the examples ‘He has been under 
a very great strain recently’ and ‘He’s a hopeless schizophrenic’. 
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‘objective stance’, which is to be contrasted with the ‘participant stance’ which is 

characteristic of our usual relationships. When we see someone as, in the relevant sense, 

warped or deranged or abnormal, we are inclined to set aside our usual participant reactive 

attitudes and instead come to view them as ‘an object of social policy; as a subject for what, 

in a wide range of senses, might be called treatment… to be managed or handled or cured 

or trained…’48 

Strawson now returns his discussion to the primary issue: moral responsibility. According 

to Strawson, as well as reactions to the quality of will expressed by others towards us, we 

also react to the quality of others’ wills towards others. That is, there is a set of reactions 

which are the vicarious analogues of the personal reactive attitudes which Strawson has 

thus far considered. The vicarious analogue of resentment, claims Strawson, is moral 

indignation or moral disapprobation.49 And Strawson thinks that the same kinds of factors 

lead us to suspend our vicarious attitudes as our personal reactive attitudes. Thus we may 

either suspend our reactive attitudes, but not such that we see the agent as an inappropriate 

target of such attitudes in general, or we may suspend them because we believe the agent to 

be an inappropriate recipient of such reactions.50 

Strawson now asks what possible effect the truth of the thesis of determinism might have 

on our practices involving the vicarious reactive attitudes. He argues that determinism 

surely does not imply that all actions are either done in ignorance of their consequences or 

by accident; nor does it imply that a condition of abnormality is universal (abnormality, by 

its nature, cannot be universal). Thus, Strawson concludes that the only possible effect that 

the truth of determinism could have is that it demand the universal application of the 

objective stance. To this possibility, Strawson responds by suggesting that our commitment 

to interpersonal relationships is ‘too thoroughgoing and deeply rooted for us to take 

seriously the thought that a general theoretical conviction might so change our world that, 

in it, there were no such things as inter-personal relationships as we normally understand 

them’.51 Strawson thinks that our commitment to the practices which are intimately linked 

to both the personal and vicarious reactive attitudes is part of a framework of human life 

which is not up for evaluation within the framework in which issues of determinism arise. 

                                                
48 Ibid., p. 66. 
49 Ibid., pp. 70–75. 
50 Ibid., pp. 73–74. 
51 Ibid., p. 63. 
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Moreover, he contends that even if a choice on the issue was a possibility, such a choice 

would not be made in the light of a particular theoretical conviction, but rather as an 

assessment of ‘the gains and losses to human life, its enrichment and impoverishment’.52  

Here Strawson is apparently drawing a distinction between theoretical and practical 

rationality. Concerns surrounding the truth or falsity of determinism are theoretical 

concerns, concerns about the way the world is. By contrast, our reactive attitudes, both 

interpersonal and vicarious, are essentially matters of practical rationality. The mistake of 

the incompatibilist – and of the compatibilist who engages within the same framework – is 

to claim that a fact like the truth of determinism could provide a reason to abandon 

practices – such as those based on our vicarious attitudes – which are properly the subject 

of practical rationality. Strawson is therefore arguing that the truth of determinism is not 

the kind of fact that could lead us to modify our practices. He insists that decisions about 

the nature of such practices must be made in light of the ‘gains and losses to human life’,53 

for such ‘gains and losses’ are properly the subject of practical rationality.  

While there is undoubtedly much that is insightful in Strawson’s analysis of our 

commitment to our practices of moral responsibility, I think he ultimately fails in his stated 

aim of reconciling the incompatibilist and the compatibilist – or pessimists and optimists, 

as he calls them. First, one might object that by focusing exclusively on our commitment to 

our practices of praising and blaming, Strawson fails to see that we might have an equally 

strong commitment to reconciling various sets of facts; say, sets of facts about our world 

and our practices. The incompatibilist’s concern is in part based on the desire that one’s 

actions – one’s practices – be intelligible given the nature of the world. The truth of 

determinism threatens to render certain of our practices, ascriptions of moral 

responsibility, unintelligible. And there is good reason to believe that our desire to live in 

‘accordance with the facts’54 is perhaps just as basic as our commitment to our reactive 

attitudes; that our desire to reconcile our practices with our understanding of the world is ‘a 

natural fact about cognitive beings like ourselves’.55  

                                                
52 Ibid., p. 70.; see also pp. 74–75. 
53 Ibid. 
54 This phrase is taken from Susan Wolf, who uses it in a very different argument, which is, in fact, 
inspired by Strawson. See Wolf, Freedom within Reason. 
55 See Strawson, Freedom and Belief, p. 88. 
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A further concern regarding Strawson’s view is that it relies too heavily on the connection 

between being responsible and holding responsible. Fischer and Ravizza have highlighted 

that these two notions can come apart;56 that a person can be held responsible for 

something, when in fact they are not responsible; and that someone might not be held 

responsible when they are responsible. As an example, they ask us to imagine a society in 

which  

severely retarded or mentally disturbed individuals are resented, blamed, and harshly 

punished for their failure to adhere to the norms of the community… Even though all the 

members of this community strongly feel moral outrage, resentment, and indignation, 

should the mere fact of their commitment to these feelings preclude further worry that the 

adoption of such attitudes towards these agents is not justified?57  

By developing an account of responsibility grounded so strongly in terms of our actual 

practices, Strawson risks failing to be unable to respond to such questions.58 

V. CONCLUSION: REVIEWING THE TERRAIN 

At the conclusion of this brief review of the dialectical terrain surrounding the problem of 

determinism, the outlook is unfortunately bleak. Despite various attempts to show how 

freedom of the will or moral responsibility is compatible with determinism, the basic 

concern of the incompatibilist remains. Indeed, the most unfortunate aspect of this debate 

seems to be the limited extent of the engagement between the various sides. This is not to 

say that the incompatibilists do not endeavour to see the compatibilists’ point of view, I 

believe they do (and vice versa), but the arguments that seem to so powerfully sway those 

with compatibilist leaning appear to have little effect on the incompatibilist camp. 

Despite the apparent lack of engagement between the two sides of the debate, there does 

appear to be broad agreement over the framing of the central question. In particular, both 

                                                
56 John Martin Fischer and M. Ravizza, eds., Perspectives on Moral Responsibilty (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1993). 
57 Ibid., p. 18. 
58 A related argument is made by Nomy Arpaly, who notes that in response to Strawson’s 
argument, which grounds an argument for the irrelevance of determinism in the role that the 
reactive attitudes and associated practices play in our lives, ‘the incompatibilist might feel 
increasingly like the spiritual seeker who, hoping to learn that God exists, is presented instead by 
hard evidence to the effect that religious belief comes from a deep place in the human heart and 
that rejecting it would impoverish our emotional lives’. See Nomy Arpaly, Merit, Meaning, and Human 
Bondage (Princeton and New York: Princeton University Press, 2006), p. 12. 
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compatibilists and incompatibilists agree that the focus of inquiry in examining the 

problem of determinism is individual instances of action. Thus, incompatibilists seek to 

show that one could never be morally responsible for a particular action, if determinism 

were true. Compatibilists, on the other hand, see their aim as showing how an individual 

might be morally responsible for a given action, even if determinism is true. The 

Conditional Analysis approach to compatibilism attempts to show how, in a given 

situation, an agent can be said to be relevantly able to do otherwise, despite the truth of 

determinism. The approach taken by Harry Frankfurt, while importantly different, similarly 

takes as its focus individual instances of action. Thus, Frankfurt-style counter-examples 

seek to show how an agent can be held morally responsible even given the absence of 

alternate possibilities, in a given situation. In their responses to these compatibilist 

attempts, incompatibilists maintain the focus on individual instances of action. In response 

to the Conditional Analysis they may disagree with the analysis of ‘could have done 

otherwise’, arguing that even if one can ‘do otherwise’ in the sense suggested by the 

proponents of Conditional Analysis, one will still not be relevantly free and thus will fail to 

be morally responsible for one’s actions. Similarly, in response to Frankfurt’s attack on 

PAP, an incompatibilist might respond that Frankfurt fails to attend sufficiently to the 

detail of individual cases and the nature of determinism, and that were he to do so, he 

would recognise that appeal to mental states – like identification – is not sufficient to 

establish the compatibility of moral responsibility and determinism. 

Strawson’s contribution to the debate is perhaps something of an exception to this picture. 

While Strawson does deal with individual instances of action – focusing on the quality of 

will expressed through such action and our reactive attitudes in response to such 

expression – he also looks beyond this to the role of the practices of moral responsibility 

within our lives in their entirety. While this change of focus is welcome, other aspects of 

Strawson’s approach are to be resisted. In particular, one can withstand Strawson’s claim 

that the discovery of a theoretical fact, such as the truth of determinism, provides no 

reason for one to modify one’s practical attitudes. Moreover, by grounding his account of 

moral responsibility solely in the actual practice of adopting or not adopting certain 

attitudes towards agents, Strawson seems to potentially deny the existence of any 

independent standpoint from which one can judge the appropriateness of such attitudes. 

In the light of the state of the traditional dialectic, in the next chapter I will move beyond 

the confines of the traditional dialectic’s focus on individual instances of actions and on 
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moral responsibilities. My hope is that by looking at the problem of determinism from a 

different perspective, we may be able to see more clearly what is at issue in the 

disagreement between compatibilists and incompatibilists and, moreover, that we may be 

better placed to respond to the breadth of our pre-philosophical concern regarding the 

problem of determinism.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

MEANINGFULNESS, HARD DETERMINISM AND OBJECTIVITY1 

 

At the start of Chapter 1, I noted that, pre-philosophically, we may be inclined to see the 

potential truth of determinism as a threat to important conceptions of our lives and 

ourselves. Amongst other things, we may perceive the truth of determinism as a threat to 

the value of our lives and, in particular, to our conception of our lives as potentially 

meaningful. When we looked at the traditional dialectic in Chapter 2, however, we saw that 

it is characterised by an almost exclusive focus on individual instances of action and on 

questions such as ‘Could anyone be morally responsible for specific actions given the truth 

of determinism?’, ‘Does the truth of determinism entail that no one exercises freedom of 

the will on particular occasions?’ and so on. Importantly, in focusing the dialectic in this 

way, many of the traditional disputants have failed to directly respond to important aspects 

of our pre-philosophical concern with the problem of determinism. To argue that 

determinism is compatible, or incompatible, with freedom of the will and moral 

responsibility with regard to individual instances of action is to say nothing directly about 

its compatibility with certain other important features that we take our lives to have, 

including, potentially, meaningfulness. I think this is a shortcoming in the traditional 

dialectic. I can only suppose that this shortcoming is underpinned by the assumption that 

in answering the question of the compatibility of determinism with freedom and moral 

responsibility, one answers the question of the compatibility of determinism and 

meaningfulness. This may be the case, but it is at least not self-evident and therefore the 

issue of meaningfulness is deserving of explicit philosophical attention.  

While it is true that the traditional dialectic rarely looks beyond the issue of moral 

responsibility for individual instances of action, some philosophers have had something to 

say explicitly about determinism and meaningfulness. The philosophers I have in mind 

advocate what is generally referred to as ‘hard determinism’. These hard determinists have 

in common the view that the freedom required for moral responsibility is incompatible 

                                                
1 A version of this chapter was presented to the Monash University conference on Free Will and 
Moral Responsibility and has now been published as Trevor Pisciotta, “Meaningfulness, Hard 
Determinism and Objectivity,” in Essays on Free Will and Moral Responsibility, ed. Nick Trakakis and 
Daniel Cohen (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008). I would like to thank 
all who attended for their helpful discussion, and especially Derk Pereboom for his generous 
comments.  
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with determinism and that we lack this freedom either because determinism is true, or at 

least because the kind of indeterminism that would give rise to the freedom relevant to 

moral responsibility is false.2 Crucially, unlike other interlocutors in the dialectic, hard 

determinists go beyond an examination of the compatibility of determinism with either 

freedom with respect to, or moral responsibility for, particular actions.  

A number of hard determinists, including those who will be the focus of this chapter, 

maintain that despite our lack of free will entailing that no one is ever truly morally 

responsible, we may nonetheless maintain much in our lives that is important to us, 

including much of morality, the importance and value of interpersonal relationships, and, 

hard determinists have claimed, our conception of lives as potentially meaningful. It is this 

last claim that will be the primary focus of my attention. In particular, I will look at the 

accounts of both Ted Honderich and Derk Pereboom concerning the compatibility of 

meaningfulness and determinism. Honderich and Pereboom’s arguments are interesting 

because they maintain that the issues of meaningfulness and of responsibility can come 

apart. While both argue that we lack the freedom required for moral responsibility, both 

maintain that this lack of freedom does not threaten our conception of our lives as 

potentially meaningful. In exploring Honderich and Pereboom’s arguments for this 

position, this chapter seeks to advance two claims: one concerning how we ought to 

approach issues of meaningfulness; and one concerning what a hard determinist ought to 

say about meaningfulness, particularly in light of their views regarding the incompatibility 

of determinism and moral responsibility. 

I. HONDERICH: LIFE-HOPES AND OUR ATTITUDINAL RESPONSES TO 

DETERMINISM 

Ted Honderich comes closest to a traditional hard determinist position, arguing that we 

lack free will because determinism, or at least something very much like determinism – 

                                                
2 I include in this category Honderich, A Theory of Determinism; “Determinism as True, 
Compatibilism and Incompatibilism as False, and the Real Problem”; Pereboom, Living without Free 
Will; Smilansky, “Free Will, Fundamental Dualism, and the Centrality of Illusion”; Free Will and 
Illusion. Other philosophers hold that we lack free will because the very concept of libertarian free 
will is inconsistent; see Double, The Non-Reality of Free Will; Metaphilosophy and Free Will; Strawson, 
Freedom and Belief; “The Bounds of Freedom.” 
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macro-determinism – is true.3 Honderich, however, does not think that our lack of free will 

entails an absence of moral responsibility in a straightforward way for, if I understand him 

correctly, Honderich would reject the project of trying to provide necessary and sufficient 

conditions for moral responsibility. For Honderich, to say that an agent is morally 

responsible is not to note some particular fact about them, but rather to take a particular 

attitude towards them.4 One of Honderich’s main contentions is that compatibilists and 

incompatibilists have been misguided in trying to show that we have just one conception of 

freedom and that this is either consistent with, or inconsistent with, the truth of 

determinism. According to Honderich, we have both compatibilist and incompatibilist 

conceptions of freedom. The compatibilist sense of freedom Honderich labels 

‘voluntariness’ and consists primarily in the capacity to act out of embraced rather than 

reluctant desires.5 The incompatibilist sense of freedom consists in voluntariness, plus what 

Honderich labels ‘origination’. Honderich defines origination as follows: ‘An action is 

originated if it is within the control of the agent but is not the effect of a certain causal 

sequence. I originate answering the phone if I now choose this action but I can choose 

differently given the past just as it was and the present just as it is’.6 Now Honderich 

contends that it is plain that determinism is compatible with voluntariness but incompatible 

with voluntariness plus origination.  

A consequence of the truth of macro-determinism is that one of our conceptions of 

freedom, namely voluntariness plus origination, does not map onto reality. Importantly, on 

Honderich’s view the implication of this is not that we are logically or even rationally 

compelled to give up any of our practices or attitudes. For Honderich, the issues raised by 

determinism are all attitudinal – that is, they are to do with feelings and desires – and 

attitudes lack truth-values. Thus, there is no sense in which the truth of determinism can be 

directly inconsistent with a particular attitude, say, of holding someone morally responsible. 

Honderich does believe, however, that attitudes are underpinned by beliefs in a certain way. 

Specifically, Honderich thinks that attitudes involve commitment to certain associated 

                                                
3 Put simply, macro-determinism is the view that human behaviour can be explained 
deterministically, even if indeterminism exists at the sub-atomic level. Ted Honderich, 
“Determinism as True, Compatibilism and Incompatiblism as False, and the Real Problem,” ibid. 
4 Cf. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment.” 
5 Honderich, A Theory of Determinism, p. 397, pp. 403–05. 
6 “Compatibilism, Incompatibilism, and the Smart Aleck,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 56, 
no. 4 (1996): p. 855. 
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propositional content. For example, a retributive attitude of moral disapproval – i.e. an 

attitude of disapproval involving a retributive desire – takes the action that is its object to 

be both voluntary and originated. While there would be no logical inconsistency in holding 

a retributive attitude of moral disapproval towards an agent while at the same time 

believing that the agent did not originate their action, Honderich claims that our 

psychology is such that someone who held a retributive attitude would also believe that the 

agent originated their action and that the rejection of this belief would function as a reason 

to give up the attitude.7 The truth of determinism, then, indirectly, provides us with a 

reason to give up moral responsibility, inasmuch as holding people morally responsible 

involves having an attitude towards them that presupposes voluntariness plus origination. 

Given Honderich’s general ‘attitudinal’ approach, he claims that the problem of 

determinism is essentially a problem of ‘settling on a satisfying response to it [the truth of 

determinism]’, and insists that ‘it is not a problem to be raised by the discovery of truth, 

either truths of logic or truths of fact’.8 Accordingly, Honderich addresses himself to those 

aspects of our lives, and in particular those attitudes, which are most apt to be affected by 

the truth of determinism. Of particular interest to me is Honderich’s discussion of what he 

calls life-hopes, which Honderich describes as ‘an individual’s engaged outlook on his or 

her own life, his or her own future’.9 It seems to me that in speaking of life-hopes, 

Honderich comes closest to discussing what I would describe as the issue of 

meaningfulness. Honderich’s life-hopes appear to be the kind of things around which we 

structure our lives, and with which we identify ourselves, and thus seem to plausibly be 

thought of as the kind of things which might give rise to meaningfulness in lives. It should 

be noted that talk of meaningfulness in lives is not the same as talk of the meaning of life. 

To ask about the meaning of life seems, at least in part, to ask something about the 

purpose or point of human existence and many philosophers have thought that, absent a 

particular theistic metaphysics, the answer to such questions is fairly obvious. Only God, it 

might be claimed, could give meaning to life in this sense and, of course, this is not a line 

of thought that is attractive to secular philosophers.10 Moreover, Honderich explicitly 

                                                
7 “Determinism as True, Compatibilism and Incompatibilism as False, and the Real Problem,” p. 
861. 
8 A Theory of Determinism, p. 488.  
9 Ibid., p. 380. 
10 My distinction between the meaning of life and meaningfulness in lives is largely drawn from 
Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives.” She deals with similar matters in “Happiness and Meaning”; 
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rejects the idea that his talk of life-hopes, or more generally, of a philosophy of life is 

supposed to address the question of the meaning of life.11 Even if there is no meaning of 

life, it seems clear that we do seek meaningfulness in our lives and I think it also clear that 

we judge some lives to be meaningful and others meaningless, irrespective of our views on 

the possibility of any meaning of life. Though Honderich does not speak in terms of life-

hopes as a basis for meaningfulness, it seems likely that he has something like this in mind, 

for he talks of life-hopes as hopes ‘whose realisation is taken at the time as what would 

make one’s life or a coming part of it fulfilled, happy, satisfactory, or anyway of worth’ and 

says that to ‘lack such a thing is barely to have a life at all in what might be called a full 

human sense’.12 

What then, for Honderich, is the implication of the truth of determinism for life-hopes? 

Honderich suggests that there are two attitudinal responses that one might have with 

regards to life-hopes upon realising the truth of determinism. These responses depend on 

which conception of freedom – incompatibilist or compatibilist – is associated with the 

life-hopes we are considering. Some of our life-hopes, Honderich contends, are 

underpinned by, or at least associated with, two beliefs or ideas regarding our initiation of 

our action: (i) that our initiation of action is such that our futures are, at least in part, ‘open, 

alterable, or unfixed’; (ii) that our future actions are not wholly the products of ‘the corpus of 

our dispositions’.13 Honderich thinks it is obvious that the truth of determinism is 

inconsistent with these beliefs and, accordingly, when we look towards life-hopes that are 

associated with these incompatibilist concepts of origination, we are inclined to respond to 

the truth of determinism with an attitude of dismay – the thought that determinism 

deprives us of our life-hopes and accordingly deprives us of all that is important to us in 

our consideration of our futures.14 

Importantly, not all of our life-hopes are associated with the fundamentally incompatibilist 

concept of freedom mentioned above. Instead, Honderich claims, some of our life-hopes 

                                                                                                                                          
“Meaningful Lives in a Meaningless World”; Meaning in Lives and Why It Matters (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princton University Press, 2010). For my discussion of theistic accounts of meaningfulness 
see Chapter 7. 
11 Honderich, A Theory of Determinism, p. 495. 
12 Ibid., p. 382. 
13 Ibid., p. 386. 
14 Ibid., p. 391. 
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merely suppose voluntariness – that we act out of embraced rather than reluctant desires. 

And Honderich thinks it is just as clear that voluntariness is consistent with the truth of 

determinism as it is that origination is inconsistent with it. When we focus, therefore, on 

those of our life-hopes that rely on voluntariness, we may be led to the thought that the 

truth of determinism is no threat at all to our important life-hopes, since these require only 

voluntariness and voluntariness is not under threat. Honderich calls this response, the 

response of intransigence.15 

Honderich thinks that there is something correct and intuitive in both of these responses 

to determinism, for he thinks that we naturally have both incompatibilist and compatibilist 

conceptions of freedom. Given this fact, however, he argues that neither response is 

entirely adequate for each response, in itself, fails to acknowledge the importance of the 

alternative conception of freedom. What one ought to strive for, therefore, is what 

Honderich terms affirmation. Affirmation consists in an acceptance that determinism does 

affect our life-hopes, but at the same time in a realisation that it does not destroy them. 

Moreover, affirmation is said to involve a recognition that even if our life-hopes are limited 

to those involving voluntariness, such hopes retain their importance for us in that they are, 

to use Honderich’s term, ‘life-sustaining’.16 Crucially, Honderich contends that anything 

which can be the object of a life-hope involving voluntariness plus origination can also be 

the object of a hope involving only voluntariness, and thus the giving up of life-hopes 

involving voluntariness plus origination does not require that abandonment of any 

particular objects of hopes. Honderich’s conclusion, therefore, is a generally positive one. 

While the truth of determinism does require the abandonment of certain life-hopes, it does 

not mean the collapse of them all. Many important life-hopes are entirely consistent with 

the truth of determinism and thus will continue to be highly valuable and important 

features of our lives even if we take ourselves to live in a deterministic world. 

                                                
15 Ibid., pp. 397–400. Honderich does not claim that the attitudes of intransigence and of dismay 
attach to any particular life-hopes. Indeed, he specifically notes that anything which can be the 
object of a hope involving origination plus voluntariness – which would therefore result in the 
response of dismay – can also be the object of a hope involving only voluntariness – which will 
result in the response of intransigence.  To have a life-hope based only on voluntariness is, in 
Honderich’s view, to have a hope that presumes that one-will ‘in the future be acting out of 
embraced desires, acting in satisfactory rather than frustrating circumstances’ (p. 398). 
16 Ibid., pp. 516–17. 
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II. PEREBOOM: HARD INCOMPATIBILISM AND MEANING IN LIFE 

Derk Pereboom advocates a position that is superficially quite similar to Honderich’s, but 

which is different in certain important respects. Pereboom labels his position hard 

incompatibilism. According to Pereboom, the truth of determinism would entail that we 

lack the kind of freedom required for moral responsibility. Unlike Honderich, however, 

who seems to doubt the possibility of plausible incompatibilist theories of mind, Pereboom 

suggests that an agent-causal libertarianism of the right kind could provide the kind of 

freedom required for moral responsibility. Unfortunately, Pereboom thinks it is at the very 

least highly unlikely that we in fact have such freedom. Empirically, it appears as though we 

have two options: either determinism is correct, or quantum indeterminism is correct. 

Either way, however, we are not morally responsible because the kind of indeterminism 

that would arise from quantum mechanics is not the kind required for agent-causal 

freedom. Thus, although libertarian free will may be a coherent option, as an empirical fact 

we do not have such free will and thus are never morally responsible.  

Unlike Honderich, Pereboom does not take moral responsibility to be essentially 

attitudinal. Rather, he endorses and engages with the dialectic between the incompatibilists 

and compatibilists regarding the provision of necessary and sufficient conditions for moral 

responsibility. Pereboom comes down squarely on the side of the incompatibilists, arguing 

that compatibilist freedom, despite its insights, cannot provide all that is required for moral 

responsibility.17 Like Honderich, Pereboom thinks that our lack of the free will required for 

moral responsibility does not lead to the drastic consequences often supposed. While some 

of our practices – in particular those of retributive justice – must be modified, much that is 

important to us remains.  

In the final chapter of his book, Living without Free Will, Pereboom considers the potential 

impact of determinism on meaning in lives. Like Honderich, Pereboom acknowledges that 

the truth of determinism does result in certain losses with regard to our conception of 

meaningfulness. Nonetheless, he insists that the truth of determinism ‘would by no means 

thoroughly undermine the fulfilment in life that our projects can provide’.18 Pereboom 

draws on Honderich’s conception of life-hopes and essentially endorses a modified version 

of Honderich’s affirmation. Pereboom agrees with Honderich that the responses of dismay 

                                                
17 Pereboom, Living without Free Will, Ch. 4. 
18 Ibid., p. 188; ibid. 
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and intransigence are mistaken, but thinks that Honderich concedes too much to the 

response of dismay. First, Pereboom notes that determinism does not threaten the causal 

efficacy of our deliberations. Moreover, Pereboom thinks that Honderich is wrong to 

suppose that determinism threatens the thought that we are selves distinct from our 

dispositions and environments. While the determinist must give up the picture of a self that 

can overcome its dispositions and environment indeterministically, we need not rule out 

the possibility that we are determined selves with such powers.19 Finally, Pereboom resists 

the claim that life-hopes are tied to praiseworthiness and blameworthiness in any strong 

way. Determinism does, Pereboom acknowledge, have the effect that one is never truly 

praiseworthy for one’s achievements. Nonetheless, ‘if one hopes for a certain outcome, 

then if one succeeds in acquiring what one hoped for, intuitively this outcome can be one’s 

achievement, albeit in a diminished sense, even if one is not praiseworthy for it’.20 

Pereboom’s conclusion, therefore, seems to be that though we suffer some loss with 

regards to our conception of meaning in lives, the intransigent response is less thoroughly 

mistaken than Honderich proposed and thus ‘most people would be capable of facing the 

truth [of determinism] without incurring much loss, and that those for whom it is painful 

will typically have the psychological resources to pull through’.21 

III. MEANINGFULNESS IN LIVES: TWO PERSPECTIVES 

Despite some differences in their respective views, Honderich and Pereboom appear to be 

in broad agreement regarding the approach one ought to take with respect to the issue of 

meaningfulness in lives. For both philosophers, the question of the meaningfulness of an 

agent’s life is essentially a question of the agent’s view of that life. For Honderich, 

determinism may appear to threaten meaningfulness – that is, life-hopes – because the 

truth of determinism might lead one to view one’s life in a way that would undermine life-

hopes and their importance to the agent. Pereboom similarly views the issue of 

meaningfulness essentially in terms of its subjective aspects, focusing on the fulfilment and 

satisfaction that life-projects and the like provide for the agent. At first glance, this seems 

like a promising approach. From the first-person perspective, the issue of meaningfulness 

typically arises because one feels that there is something missing in one’s life – perhaps that 

one has a particular desire that is not fulfilled – and we are inclined to refer to this as a 

                                                
19 Ibid., pp. 191–93. 
20 Ibid., p. 194. 
21 Ibid., p. 197. 
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desire for meaningfulness. We can imagine, for example, the paradigmatic 1950s housewife 

who, despite having a ‘happy family’ and all the material possession that society deems 

desirable, nonetheless feels as though her life is lacking importance. Honderich and 

Pereboom seem to have this kind of conception of meaningfulness in mind, and speak of a 

meaningful life as one which the agent finds satisfying, or worthwhile, or fulfilling.22 

This subjective, first-person point of view is not the only way in which we might approach 

the issue of meaningfulness. Moreover, there are good reasons to think that we ought to 

take a more external perspective towards the issue of meaningfulness in lives. One way to 

understand the appropriateness of a more external point of view to questions of 

meaningfulness is to contrast lives that we would consider paradigmatically meaningful 

with those we would consider paradigmatically meaningfulness. 23 Susan Wolf thinks that 

when we ask what a paradigmatically meaningful life might look like, we are inclined to 

think of agents whose lives not merely involve some subjective feature in common, but 

rather lives that share some objective feature. In particular, Wolf thinks that we are likely to 

cite agents whose lives we take to exhibit an engagement with, or contribution to, activities 

or projects that we view as non-subjectively valuable.24 As paradigms of meaningful lives, 

we are likely to cite people who have contributed in some positive way to the world. Wolf 

suggests that we think of people like Gandhi, or Mother Theresa; artists like Renoir and 

Beethoven, as well as scientists such as Einstein. We might also think of people we know in 

our everyday lives; of dedicated teachers, or of friends who give up their time for charity, 

or to community involvement, or to pursue a cause in which they believe.25 When we look 

towards these kinds of lives as paradigms of meaningfulness, we realise that 

meaningfulness is not to be merely identified with subjective features of an agent’s life. To 

highlight this fact, consider a life of the opposite extreme; that is, a life that we would 

consider paradigmatically meaningless. In this vein, we might consider the life of someone 

utterly withdrawn from those around them; who passes the time by simply eating, drinking, 

and watching television. We can even imagine – though not without difficulty – that such a 

person feels as though their life is meaningful. That is, that our individual has the subjective 

experience of meaningfulness. There is no sense for that person of something missing; no 

                                                
22 Ibid., 188; Honderich, A Theory of Determinism, p. 382, pp. 516–17. 
23 Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives,” pp. 4–6. 
24 Ibid., “Happiness and Meaning; “Meaningful Lives in a Meaningless World.” 
25 “The Meanings of Lives,” pp. 5–6. 
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sense that their life is, in an important sense, lacking. We might even include, to satisfy 

Honderich’s account, that our agent has life-hopes whose object just is the kind of life that 

he leads. When we look at the life of such an individual, however, we are inclined to think 

that their subjective experience is somehow mistaken. This person’s life does lack 

something – namely meaningfulness, and no subjective experience to the contrary can alter 

this. Of course, this life is infinitely better than a parallel life without subjective satisfaction, 

but it nonetheless fails to meet some objective criteria for meaningfulness.  

My first contention, then, regarding the treatment of the issue of meaningfulness by hard 

determinists, and in particular by Honderich and Pereboom, is that insufficient attention 

has been paid to the non-subjective elements of meaningfulness. Our intuitive judgements 

of meaningfulness and meaninglessness suggest that no purely subjective account will do. 

Rather, any plausible account of meaningfulness in lives must acknowledge that we judge 

lives meaningful and meaningless on more than mere subjective experience. While this is 

not to say anything directly about the defence by Pereboom and Honderich of the claim 

that meaningfulness in lives is compatible with the truth of determinism, inasmuch as their 

arguments for this conclusion focus only on subjective elements of meaningfulness, we 

should find their arguments at least unsatisfying, if not unconvincing. 

One might respond that Honderich is less susceptible to this criticism than I have 

suggested, for Honderich advocates a fundamentally irrealist non-cognitivism, and 

accordingly he would disagree with the claims regarding objectivity that I have been 

making.26 In connection with this, it is worth noting two things. First, Honderich himself 

indicates that his particular hard determinism, including, one can assume, the defence of 

the compatibility of determinism and meaningfulness in the form of life-hopes, relies on 

his non-cognitivism. He specifically claims that a moral realist can adopt his proposed 

solution to the problem of determinism without giving up his realism.27 Second, while 

Honderich advocates a non-cognitivist irrealism, he does not appear to advocate the kind 

of radical subjectivism that would undermine the possibility of beliefs about values being 

warrantedly assertible in some way. I therefore conclude that both Honderich and 

Pereboom are susceptible to the criticism that in failing to acknowledge the role of non-

subjective factors in judgements of meaningfulness, they fail to address much that is 

important to us with regard to the issue of meaningfulness. 

                                                
26 Honderich, A Theory of Determinism, p. 397, pp. 403–05. 
27 “Compatibilism, Incompatibilism, and the Smart Aleck,” p. 857. 
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IV. LESSONS FROM THE OBJECTIVITY OF VALUE 

To argue that meaningfulness in lives requires something beyond subjective experience is 

not to present a particular account of meaningfulness. Moreover, to say that 

meaningfulness in lives requires more than certain subjective experiences is to say nothing 

explicitly regarding the potential impact of the truth of determinism on the possibility of 

meaningfulness in lives. A hard determinist may agree with everything that I have claimed 

regarding the necessity of the objective as well as subjective perspective concerning 

meaningfulness, but claim that his approach to life-hopes and meaningfulness more 

generally remains unscathed, for surely the truth of determinism does not imply the denial 

of all objective evaluative facts. Surely, the hard determinist may claim, the problem that I 

have highlighted is a problem concerning the metaphysics of value, and not the 

metaphysics of action or of agency. What is required for the kind of meaningfulness that I 

have been discussing is that there be objective values in the world which agents’ lives can 

somehow instantiate or contribute to. The kernel of the hard determinist’s position seems 

to remain intact: some of the projects or hopes we have for the future are based upon an 

incompatibilist conception of action – what Honderich would call voluntariness plus 

origination. Given the truth of determinism, such projects or hopes are not realisable and 

we must therefore endeavour to abandon them. On the other hand, however, some of our 

projects and hopes seem to require only the assumption of some kind of compatibilist 

sense of freedom, say that my deliberations and choices are causally efficacious, that I act 

out of desires that I endorse, rather than resent – in short what Honderich refers to as 

voluntariness. And, of course, hard determinists generally agree with compatibilists that 

such voluntariness is not threatened by the truth of determinism. Thus, we now have a 

picture according to which agents are capable of attaining meaningfulness through 

voluntary engagement with objective values.  

Is this picture sufficient for meaningfulness in lives? Is all that is required for 

meaningfulness in lives the kind of freedom that is compatible with determinism, what we 

have referred to as voluntariness? I think it is not. I think that just as in the case of moral 

responsibility, a robust sense of meaningfulness in lives requires ‘up to us-ness’ of a sort 

incompatible with the truth of determinism.  

Honderich himself appears mindful of the kind of concern that leads to this line of 

thought. Talking of our perspective towards life-hopes, Honderich claims that ‘my hopes 

are typically hopes that I will make something happen, bring something into existence, 
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keep it, or change it – that I will succeed through my own actions in securing certain states 

of affairs’.28 While Honderich is exclusively concerned with our desires and attitudes, his 

comments hit on something more broadly relevant to meaningfulness; namely that what 

gives meaningfulness to a life is not merely the shape of that life, or the objective values 

that the life happens to instantiate or contribute to, but also the role of the agent within 

that life. Sometimes our expressions regarding meaningfulness may seem to obscure this 

point, for we speak simply of a life as ‘being meaningful’ or of an agent as ‘having a 

meaningful life’. It would perhaps be less misleading to refer to an agent as ‘living a 

meaningful life’, for this would emphasise the fact that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life 

is something that the agent does, not something that happens to them. 

The hard determinist can still clearly resist my claims at this point, for I have said nothing 

about why voluntariness is insufficient for the kind of activity which I suggest is required 

of agents in order for them to ensure that their lives are meaningful. Honderich could again 

simply respond that although there is some sense of activity which presupposes 

voluntariness plus origination, and which must be abandoned given the truth of 

determinism, there is another natural sense of activity which presupposes only 

voluntariness.  

Rather than argue against Pereboom and Honderich’s claim that we do, in some 

circumstances, value mere voluntariness, I will argue that while mere voluntariness may 

sometimes be valuable independently of origination, it is nonetheless clear that hard 

determinists such as Pereboom and Honderich have good reason to recognise that 

meaningfulness requires more than voluntariness. As such, such theorists ought to concede 

that that the truth of determinism, and belief in the truth of determinism, would therefore 

lead to a significant loss. 

Let us consider the life of an agent, Tom. Tom appears to be a normal agent, and an all-

round nice guy to boot. For one thing, Tom displays a commitment to a particular life-

project: the fight against poverty. Tom signs petitions, writes to his local member of 

parliament, volunteers at the soup kitchen, and so on. Tom is not obsessed with his life-

project; it is certainly not a compulsion for him. Rather, he wants to want to help the fight 

against poverty. That is, his desires with regard to the fight against poverty are desires that 

he embraces, or with which he identifies. Tom’s commitment to the fight against poverty is 

                                                
28 A Theory of Determinism, pp. 383–84. 
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in line with his character. Not only has he been involved with this cause for many years, 

but also he is also generally the kind of person for whom altruistic reasons carry weight. 

Tom appears to exhibit moderate reason-responsiveness. That is, though he is involved in 

the fight against poverty, if there were sufficient altruistic reasons in favour of committing 

himself to an alternative project, he would do so.29 Moreover, Tom is not only responsive 

to altruistic reasons. Tom does not spend every minute fighting against poverty, but rather 

leads what looks like a balanced life. In cases where he has strong egoistic reasons, he will 

put his own self-interest against that of the fight against poverty. Finally, Tom finds his 

commitment to the fight against poverty extremely satisfying. Tom takes pleasure in 

contributing to society, in trying to make the world a better place. Luckily, for Tom, the 

fight against poverty is having some success: policies are being changed, peoples’ lives 

improved.  

It looks as though Tom has every reason to consider himself to lead a meaningful life. Tom 

has a commitment that he finds subjectively satisfying and which he has good reason to 

believe is objectively valuable. What more, Tom asks, could I possibly need for 

meaningfulness? And from an external point of view we are inclined to agree. Tom exhibits 

all the characteristics of a free agent. Moreover, Tom is engaged with a project that we 

recognise to be non-subjectively valuable. Tom has some success with this project and 

generally takes his engagement to be satisfying. He might not be Gandhi or Renoir, but 

Tom does seem to lead a clearly meaningful life. 

Unfortunately for Tom, however, all is not as it appears. Tom was created by 

neuroscientists who can manipulate him directly via remote technology.30 The 

neuroscientists ‘locally’ manipulate Tom to undertake the reasoning processes by which his 

desires are created and modified. The neuroscientists manipulate him by, among other 

things, pushing a series of buttons just before he begins to reason, thereby making his 

reasoning process be rationally altruistic. Crucially, these facts are consistent with all those 

features of Tom’s life that gave both him, and us, the impression that he was free. Tom’s 

desires are not directly implanted, nor are they irresistible. Tom’s engagement with the fight 

against poverty is consistent with his character, both because he is regularly manipulated to 
                                                
29 For a discussion of moderate reason-responsiveness, see Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and 
Control, Ch. 3. For my discussion of Fischer and Ravizza, including their notion of moderate 
reason-responsiveness, see Ch. 5 § III. 
30 This example is a modified version of Pereboom’s Case 1, see Pereboom, Living without Free Will, 
pp. 112–13. 
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be rationally altruistic and also because, as it happens, this rational altruism has regularly led 

Tom towards the fight against poverty, and the desires concerned with his engagement 

with the cause are desires with which Tom identifies. Tom’s manipulation does not 

preclude his responsiveness to reasons, both to alternative altruistic reasons, and to egoistic 

reasons of sufficient strength.  

Tom would, I contend, be shattered to hear the news about the true nature of his life and 

of the basis of his commitment to the fight against poverty. What was once for Tom a 

source of pride and satisfaction would cease to be so. Perhaps Tom would take some 

solace in the fact that he was created and manipulated by nice neuroscientists. After all, 

they could have manipulated him so as to be rationally egoistic in which case he probably 

would have been a much nastier person than he is. And perhaps he can be glad that, as 

things turned out, he took satisfaction in his altruism. The discovery of his manipulation 

certainly does not take away the subjective experiences of satisfaction that he has had. As 

we have already seen, however, there is more to meaningfulness than subjective experience. 

On finding out about his manipulation, it seems reasonable to suppose that Tom would 

cease to see his life as meaningful. Crucially, I think Tom would cease to see the life he has 

lived as his in any important sense; and seeing the life as his would appear to be a 

prerequisite for viewing it as meaningful. 

What about the external view? I contend that we will once again be in broad agreement 

with Tom’s view. The fact of Tom’s manipulation means that far from being a paradigm of 

meaningfulness, Tom’s life appears essentially hollow. While we might still think that 

Tom’s commitment to the fight against poverty was morally good, and that any success 

that he had in his project is, say, morally fortunate, it seems as though the discovery of 

Tom’s manipulation fundamentally undermines our judgement of meaningfulness. We 

assumed, it appears, that Tom figured in the explanation of his actions and in his 

commitment to his life projects in a way that it is apparent that he did not. For clarity, it is 

worth noting that the first- and third-person re-evaluations of the meaningfulness of Tom’s 

life are independent of one another. So, from the external point of view, if we came to 

know of Tom’s manipulation, we would alter our judgement of his life’s meaningfulness 

even if Tom remained ignorant, and therefore continued to take satisfaction in his life-

projects and continued to see his own life as meaningful. And our earlier discussion of the 

objectivity of value highlighted that the subjective experience of meaningfulness is not on 

its own sufficient for meaningfulness. Tom’s viewing of his own life as meaningful might 
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be a necessary condition for its being meaningful, but it is not sufficient. Tom might simply 

be mistaken, as he would be in this case.  

This independence between first- and third-person re-evaluations is important because it 

avoids the response that the lack of meaningfulness in the above case arises from the 

failure of Tom to meet a further compatibilist condition: namely the right kind of self-

conception. Fischer and Ravizza, who advocate the importance of moderate reason-

responsiveness, also argue that freedom requires that an agent take responsibility for the 

springs of their action; that they take ownership of the mechanisms in which their capacity 

to respond to reasons consist. Part of taking responsibility for the springs of one’s action 

consists in one’s views of oneself as an agent, with causally efficacious choices and action, 

and as a fair target of the reactive attitudes on the basis of one’s exercise of agency.31 In the 

case of Tom above, it appears that Tom may indeed take responsibility for the springs of 

his meaning-relevant actions and yet still fall importantly short of living a meaningful life. 

Having the right subjective view of oneself and of one’s life might be necessary for a life to 

be truly meaningful, but the example above shows that it is not sufficient. The fact of his 

manipulation undermines the meaningfulness of Tom’s life, even if it has no effect on his 

self-conception. 

The example given above is a modified version of one formulated by Pereboom with 

which he demonstrates the possibility of an agent lacking moral responsibility, despite 

meeting all of the relevant compatibilist conditions for moral responsibility.32 Moreover, 

Pereboom’s analogous case is the first in a four-case generalisation strategy with which 

Pereboom demonstrates that the truth of causal determinism could not be relevantly 

dissimilar to the covert manipulation that features in the example above.33 Thus if Tom’s 

                                                
31 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, pp. 210–14. I discuss Fischer and Ravizza’s 
historical requirement in Chapter 5 § III, IV. 
32 Pereboom, Living without Free Will, pp. 112ff. 
33 In case 2, the neuroscientists who create the agent do not control him directly, but instead 
program him to weigh reasons in such a way that he is causally determined to do the particular 
action in question. In case 3, the agent is not created by neuroscientists. Rather, he is determined by 
‘rigorous training practices of his home and community’ which took place at too young an age for 
him to alter, to weigh reasons in such a case that he is causally determined to do the particular 
action in quesiton. Finally, in case 4, the agent is a normal agent, but the world is deterministic. 
Pereboom challenges the compatibilist to say why we should judge the agent responsible for his 
actions in case 4, when we are not inclined to do so in cases 1–3. Ibid., pp. 113–17.  For a defence 
of his four-case strategy against particular criticisms, see “Defending Hard Incompatibilism.”  
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life lacks meaningfulness in the case above, then all lives will lack meaningfulness in a 

deterministic world.34 

Given my strategy has been to appeal to an argument for the incompatibility of 

determinism and moral responsibility, I should be able to point to certain features in virtue 

of which the issue of meaningfulness is analogous to the issue of moral responsibility. Both 

Honderich and Pereboom, however, either implicitly or explicitly deny this analogy. Recall 

Honderich’s reasons for thinking the truth of determinism would result in the giving up of 

moral responsibility. According to Honderich, to hold someone morally responsible is to 

have a particular attitude towards them, an attitude whose associated propositional content 

involves belief in a kind of freedom – voluntariness plus origination – that is fundamentally 

undermined by the truth of determinism. With respect to meaningfulness, however, while 

some of the relevant attitudes or life-hopes presuppose incompatibilist freedom, not all do 

and thus much of what is important to us can survive the truth of determinism. Pereboom 

argues that moral responsibility is undermined by determinism because if determinism is 

true, no one is ever genuinely praiseworthy or blameworthy for their actions. According to 

Pereboom, however, meaningfulness is not linked to praiseworthiness in the strong way 

that moral responsibility is.35 

We begin to see why Honderich and Pereboom’s positions are untenable by asking what 

kind of agential connection need to obtain between an agent and the potentially meaning-

conferring features of their life. In his paper “Two Faces of Responsibility” Gary Watson 

distinguishes two aspects of moral responsibility. On the one hand, accountability is a 

roughly Strawsonian notion of responsibility, defined in terms of reactive attitudes and 

associated practices, such as the praising and blaming of agents.36 On the other hand, 

Watson highlights what he calls ‘the aretaic face of responsibility’. This aspect of 

responsibility captures the idea of ‘deep attributability’ – of an agent’s action being truly the 

agent’s own.37 I think that judgements of meaningfulness share with judgements of moral 

responsibility this sense of deep attributability. Although in making judgements of 

                                                
34 At this point in my argument, I only require the example of Tom to be dialectically forceful 
against hard determinists, such as Honderich and Pereboom. 
35 Pereboom, Living without Free Will, pp. 194–95. 
36 Gary Watson, “Two Faces of Responsibility,” Philosophical Topics 24 (1996). 
37 For a brief but insightful discussion of Watson’s paper, see John Martin Fischer, “Recent Work 
on Moral Responsibility,” Ethics 110, no. 1 (1999): pp. 96–97. 
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meaningfulness we speak as though the object of our judgement is the life that we are 

considering, it seems to me that we are at the same time, and perhaps more importantly, 

judging the agent whose life we are considering. To be sure, such judgement is not 

exclusively, nor even necessarily in part, moral. For it is not only engagement with moral 

values that gives rise to meaning, as our consideration of artists and scientists as living 

paradigmatically meaningful lives revealed. Above, I mentioned that when we judged 

Tom’s life meaningful – prior to the revelation of his manipulation – we did so in part 

because we assumed that Tom figured a certain way in the explanations of the structure of 

his life, a way that the revelation of his manipulation revealed that he did not. We can now 

point out with more precision why it was that Tom’s absence from the explanation for 

those features of his life in virtue of which it appeared meaningful led us to modify our 

judgement of meaningfulness. Due to the covert manipulation over Tom’s life, the features 

in virtue of which we were inclined to judge Tom’s life meaningful do not appear to be 

deeply attributable to Tom in the appropriate way. And absent such deep attributability, 

Tom’s life is no longer correctly seen as meaningful.  

The importance of deep attributability to meaningfulness can be brought out by 

highlighting a particular asymmetry in our judgements concerning meaningful and 

meaningless lives. We can, I believe, think of relatively uncontroversial cases in which an 

agent’s life is rendered meaningless by factors beyond the agent’s control. We have already 

acknowledged that an agent’s life might lack meaningfulness because the agent fails to 

identify anything objectively valuable. But, of course, such a failure may be no fault of the 

agent. Susan Wolf gives the example of someone who dedicates herself to a relationship, 

only to discover that she has been used.38 Now suppose that our agent had no way of 

knowing of her lover’s deception. Nonetheless, the relationship that appeared to be 

valuable turned out not to be so and accordingly could not contribute to the 

meaningfulness of the agent’s life. In this case, factors beyond the agent’s control have 

rendered her projects meaningless. Importantly, however, we cannot construct an 

analogous case in which an agent’s life is rendered meaningful purely by factors beyond 

that agent’s control. Undoubtedly, we can think of cases in which the opportunity that 

gives rise to meaningfulness is a matter of luck, or in which circumstances conspire so as to 

help the agent along, but we cannot, I maintain, imagine a case in which the 

meaningfulness of an agent’s life is attributable purely to factors beyond that agent’s 

                                                
38 Wolf, “Happiness and Meaning,” p. 218. 



 51 

control. The reason for this is that meaningfulness requires deep attributability in a way 

that is inconsistent with the relevant features of agent’s life being determined entirely by 

factors beyond his control. 

One possible objection to this claim might be to point to the attribution of posthumous 

meaningfulness to an agent’s life. Consider an activist, Jane, who dedicates her life to the 

advancement of a cause in which she passionately believes and which is non-subjectively 

valuable. Suppose that, despite Jane’s best efforts, little is accomplished during her lifetime 

in terms of advancing the cause. Following Jane’s death, however, circumstances change 

and amazing advances take place. Indeed, the changes that take place are far beyond 

anything that Jane could have hoped to have achieved or imagined. While Jane was 

relatively unknown during her own lifetime, she comes to be widely recognised as a pioneer 

of social change in the years that follow. In considering the meaningfulness of Jane’s life, 

we naturally look to the contribution that she made to the events that occurred after death. 

Yet the events that occurred after her death are clearly outside of Jane’s agency. The 

response to this objection is twofold. First, while it seems plausible to claim that the events 

that occurred after Jane’s death affected the meaningfulness of her life, it does not seem 

that her life would have been meaningless without those events. Jane dedicated her life to a 

cause that she was passionate about and which was non-subjectively valuable. Provided her 

efforts were not entirely thwarted by circumstances beyond her control, it seems 

reasonable to suppose that her life would have been meaningful even if the significant 

events did not occur after her death. Moreover, however, the fact that the meaningfulness 

of her life may depend, in some way, on events which are outside her control – namely 

events which occurred after death – is not to say that Jane was essentially passive with 

regard to the meaningfulness of her life. The meaningfulness that Jane’s life comes to have 

as a result of the posthumous events is dependent on the effort and dedication that Jane 

displayed during her life. Indeed, the very reason that the posthumous events bear on our 

assessment of the meaningfulness of Jane’s life is because we assume that they are, at least 

in part, causally dependent on her efforts. The contribution of posthumous events to the 

meaningfulness of an agent’s life is just one example of how meaningfulness is often not 

entirely up to the agent. It does not show, however, that meaningfulness is something with 

respect to which an agent may be essentially passive. 

Returning to the discussion of the two faces of responsibility, Pereboom recognises the 

importance of the aretaic face of moral responsibility, saying that ‘for an agent to be 
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morally responsible for an action is just for the action to really belong to the agent’.39 And it is 

therefore fair to suppose that Pereboom thinks this is part of what is undermined in cases 

of covert manipulation and thus, according to his generalisation strategy, also by the truth 

of determinism. Our discussion of the objectivity of value suggested that the correct 

perspective with which to view the issue of meaningfulness is not exclusively from the 

subjective point of view. Once this is realised, we begin to appreciate that reasons similar to 

those which give Pereboom reason to consider moral responsibility incompatible with 

determinism, also provide reasons to consider meaningfulness incompatible with 

determinism. A hard determinist who accepts the incompatibility of determinism with 

moral responsibility for reasons similar to those advocated by Pereboom ought to also 

come to doubt the compatibility of determinism with meaningfulness in lives. 

It is less clear, perhaps, what we ought conclude with regard to Honderich. Unlike 

Pereboom, Honderich denies that the incompatibility of determinism and moral 

responsibility is a matter of fact, at least in a straightforward sense. Moreover, Honderich 

seems to focus exclusively on the aspect of moral responsibility that Watson labels 

accountability, focusing only on attitudes involved in judgements of moral responsibility. 

Perhaps, however, we are best to approach the issue of meaningfulness within Honderich’s 

account not by trying to draw parallels with moral responsibility, but rather somewhat 

more directly. If the issue of meaningfulness can be dealt with appropriately in terms of 

Honderich framework, then it will at least involve the acknowledgements that the attitudes 

etc. relevant to meaningfulness are not entirely first person; they are not entirely subjective. 

Moreover, an appropriate account of meaningfulness will acknowledge that a fundamental 

concern of meaningfulness is with deep attributability and such deep attributability, even if 

expressed in attitudinal terms, seems to have as its associated propositional content a belief 

in what Honderich calls voluntariness plus origination. Accordingly, given the truth of 

determinism shows this propositional content to be false, it thereby provides us with a 

reason to give up much of our conception of meaningfulness.  

V. CONCLUSION 

Hard determinists often claim that while we lack the free will required for moral 

responsibility, we need not give up all that is important to us. In particular, they claim that 

the truth of determinism is not a serious threat to the concept of meaningfulness in lives. I 

                                                
39 Pereboom, Living without Free Will, p. 10, emphasis in original. 
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have argued, however, that such a conclusion relies in the first place on a view of 

meaningfulness that is exclusively subjective and which therefore fails to capture all that is 

important to us. Moreover, once we realise that the appropriate perspective with which to 

approach the issue of meaningfulness is not solely from the first-person perspective, we 

recognise why determinism might be seen to pose a threat to meaningfulness in lives. 

Meaningfulness in lives seems to require a kind of deep attributability inconsistent with a 

life whose features are essentially ‘in the cards’.40 This form of argument is particularly 

effective against a hard determinist such as Pereboom, who endorses traditional 

incompatibilism with regard to moral responsibility, but also provides problems for a non-

cognitivist position, such as that advocated by Honderich. 

                                                
40 A compatibilist might reasonable respond that all I have shown is that the deep attributability 
required for meaningfulness is inconsistent with the kind of manipulation that figures in the 
example of Tom above. What is required for deep attributability, it might be claimed, is not that as 
agent posses some kind of incompabilitst freedom, but rather that an agent’s actions and 
behaviours have the right kind of causal history – that they be caused in the right way. I explore a 
series of such compatibilist proposals  in future Chapters and present arguments as to why they fail 
to provide all that is required for meaningfulness. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

TRANSCENDENT VALUES AND MEANINGFULNESS 

In the previous chapter I argued that hard determinists ought to realise that the reasoning 

which leads them to deny the compatibility of determinism with moral responsibility and 

freedom ought similarly lead them to doubt the compatibility of determinism and 

meaningfulness in lives. While the chapter was aimed primarily at hard determinists, I 

further argued that we have reason to doubt the compatibility of determinism and 

meaningfulness in lives. However, it might be objected that this argument was made at too 

high a level of generality, given no appeal was made to any specific approach to the 

question of meaningfulness. Because of this, the broader suggestion that meaningfulness is 

incompatible with determinism is likely to be met by scepticism. After all, it surely makes a 

great deal of difference just what kind of account of meaningfulness one is thinking of as 

to whether meaningfulness is compatible or incompatible with determinism.  

Over the course of the next three chapters I examine a number of different plausible 

accounts of meaningfulness. In each case, I argue that the account of meaningfulness in 

question is only plausible inasmuch as one assumes that the right kind of connection exists 

between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. I will then 

explore whether compatibilist accounts of agency possess the theoretical resources to 

provide for the requisite connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-

conferring features of their life. In each case, I argue that compatibilist accounts of agency 

cannot provide all that is required.  

One of the most prominent naturalist approaches to meaningfulness seems to be 

completely neutral with regard to the question of determinism. While there has been 

limited convergence among philosophers considering the question of meaningfulness in 

lives, one of the more prominent approaches has been to argue that a life is meaningful 

inasmuch as it connects with or engages with particular good or values – I call such 

approaches transcendent accounts of meaningfulness. And surely, it might be thought, the 

truth or falsity of determinism has no impact on whether or not agents are able to engage 

or connect with particular goods or values. Given transcendent accounts of meaningfulness 

are relatively popular, appear plausible, and are intuitively compatibilist-friendly, they are 

the perfect accounts against which to test the claim raised by the previous chapter. 

After briefly discussing a number of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness, I argue that 

despite their initial appearances, such accounts are not immune to the concerns raised by 
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the problem of determinism. Drawing on a modification of predicament of Sisyphus, I 

claim that transcendent accounts of meaningfulness are only plausible inasmuch as they 

presuppose the right kind of connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-

conferring features of his life. More specifically, I note that transcendent accounts of 

meaningfulness are limited in the kind of connection between an agent and the relevant 

features of his life to which they might appeal by two side-constraints. On the one hand, 

they must avoid the kind of connection between an agent and the features of their life that 

would leave their account open to attack by sceptics about meaningfulness; on the other 

hand they must provide a connection that is sufficiently robust to support the nature of our 

concern with meaningfulness in lives. Noting a similarity with certain discussions of moral 

responsibility, I argue that the kind of connection between an agent and the relevant 

features of their life that is pertinent to meaningfulness is self-expression. And the notion 

of self-expression is just one way of cashing out the idea of deep attributability that we 

discussed in the last chapter.  

Again, however, it might be thought that self-expression is not something a compatibilist 

will have trouble accounting for. In particular, one approach to compatibilism – real-self 

accounts – are generally thought to provide a good account of the kind of connection 

relevant for self-expression because they argue that actions are attributable to the agent 

when the right kind of ‘mesh’ exists between an agent’s action and their motivational 

structures. After discussing some problems with the views of one of the most prominent 

proponents of real-self accounts, Harry Frankfurt, I go on to point out why real-self 

accounts are inadequate for the kind of connection required for meaningfulness. In 

particular, I note that real-self accounts fail because they are essentially ahistorical, whereas 

the meaningfulness of an agent’s life is necessarily temporally extended. Appealing to 

further modifications of the case of Sisyphus, I show that the connection between agents 

and their activities postulated by real-self accounts is insufficient for an account of 

meaningfulness.  

I. TRANSCENDENT ACCOUNTS OF MEANINGFULNESS 

Earlier I noted that there has been limited convergence among philosophers regarding the 

nature of meaningfulness in lives. However, one of the most common claims made by 

those attempting to provide naturalist conceptions of meaningfulness is that a meaningful 
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life is one that is directed at some goal beyond the individual.1 This conclusion is usually 

reached as a result of consideration of paradigmatically meaningless lives. Consider, for 

example, the tragic fate of Sisyphus. Having offended the gods, Sisyphus is condemned to 

engage in an impossible task for eternity: he must push a large rock up a hill, but the rock is 

of such a weight that every time he almost gets to the top of the hill with it, it will 

overpower him and roll back down the hill, whereupon he will again push the rock up the 

hill. If any life is meaningless, then Sisyphus’s surely is. The question then, is: What is it by 

virtue of which Sisyphus’s life lacks meaningfulness? And the claim of a number of 

philosophers is that the activity that Sisyphus is engaged with is pointless, and it is this 

pointlessness that makes his life meaningless.2 

The way to avoid this pointlessness is for the individual to engage with goods beyond 

himself.3 Thus one proposed way in which Sisyphus’s life could be made meaningful is to 

allow him to direct his rock rolling at some end – say the construction of a beautiful temple 

atop the hill.4 By engaging with something that transcends himself – the good of beauty – 

Sisyphus is able to give his life meaning, where before it lacked any. Consideration of these 

kinds of examples has led a number of philosophers to claim, roughly, that a meaningful 

life is one that engages with certain transcendent goods or values.5 

David Wiggins, for example, argues that the life of Sisyphus lacks meaningfulness because 

it lacks a point.6 Moreover, Wiggins notes that a life does not acquire a point, and therefore 

meaning, merely in virtue of achieving some concrete ends. Wiggins asks us to consider the 

life of a farmer, who ‘buys more land to grow more corn to feed more hogs to buy more 

                                                
1 This point is made by Levy, “Downshifting and Meaning in Life”; Wolf, “The Meanings of 
Lives.” 
2 Richard Taylor, “The Meaning of Life,” in Life and Meaning, ed. Oswald Hanfling (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1987). 
3 Or at least with goods beyond a certain part of himself; say, his ‘animal self’. See, for example, 
Wiggins, “Truth, Invention and the Meaning of Life,” p. 102. 
4 This suggestion is discussed and criticised in Taylor, “The Meaning of Life,” pp. 41–46. See also 
Levy, “Downshifting and Meaning in Life,” pp. 181–82. 
5 Philosophers who advocate this kind of conception of meaning include: Kekes, “The Meaning of 
Life; Nozick, Philosophical Explanations; Wiggins, “Truth, Invention and the Meaning of Life”; Wolf, 
“The Meanings of Lives”; “Happiness and Meaning”; “Meaningful Lives in a Meaningless World”; 
Levy, “Downshifting and Meaning in Life”; Singer, How Are We to Live?, and perhaps also James, 
“Achievement and the Meaningfulness of Life.” 
6 Wiggins, “Truth, Invention and the Meaning of Life,” p. 102. 
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land, to grow more corn to feed more hogs…’7 According to Wiggins it is clear that the 

farmer’s life is made no more meaningful merely because certain goals are achieved. The 

pointlessness that renders one’s life meaningfulness, therefore, cannot consist merely in the 

lack of any end, rather, it appears to consist in the lack of any appropriate end; the lack of 

any genuine significance to what one is doing. Wiggins goes on to suggest that both 

Sisyphus and the farmer fail to have meaningful lives because they both fail to connect with 

concerns beyond their animal selves. That is, meaningfulness requires somehow 

transcending the limits of the individual; it requires that one connect with goods or 

activities which have significance beyond the subjective concerns of the individual. 

Robert Nozick similarly places the notion of transcendence at the heart of his discussion of 

meaningfulness. For Nozick, the central problem that is to be addressed is that of meaning-

scepticism; that is, he wishes to show how lives may be meaningful despite the fact that the 

world might appear such as to make meaning impossible. Nozick begins by noting that the 

central problem of meaning is the problem of limits.8 We come to doubt the possibility of 

meaningfulness in lives when we consider that any perspective from which we judge 

something to be significant or important, can itself be stood back from and the question 

asked ‘But why is that important?’ This is why, Nozick explains, many have thought that 

death poses a threat to meaningfulness. How can what I do with my life really matter, really 

confer meaning, if my life will inextricably come to an end in death?  

For Nozick, therefore, meaningfulness is attainable only by the transcending of limits and 

we transcend our limits, Nozick claims, by connecting with things beyond ourselves. 

Importantly, Nozick claims that there can be degrees of meaning. Therefore, even if we 

cannot transcend all limits, a certain life might be more or less meaningful than another 

because it is more or less limited: ‘The narrower the limits of a life, the less meaningful it 

is’.9 Thus, the meaninglessness of Sisyphus’s life, or of Wiggins’s pig farmer, lies in the 

limited nature of their activities and concerns. Still, we might find Nozick’s claim that our 

lives can have meaning by connecting with things beyond ourselves unsatisfying. After all, 

whatever we connect with will itself be limited and therefore, Nozick admits, ultimately 

meaningless. The key to avoiding this threat of regress, however, lies in recognising that the 

connection required for meaning does not itself have to be with something meaningful; 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 599. 
9 Ibid., 594. 
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instead, all that is required is that the connection be with something nontrivial. And, 

Nozick goes on to argue, something may be nontrivial by being valuable. Meaning in life, 

Nozick therefore concludes, involves a connection with a value beyond the individual 

himself: ‘Meaning [in life] involves transcending the limits so as to connect with something 

valuable; meaning is a transcending of the limits of your own value, a transcending of your 

own limited value’.10 

As discussed in Chapter 3, § III, Susan Wolf arrives at an account that is similar in many 

ways to that offered by Nozick and Wiggins. Wolf begins by distinguishing between 

meaningfulness in lives and the meaning of life. To ask about the meaning of life, Wolf 

suggests, is to ask about a point or purpose to human existence, and the answer to this 

question may very well turn on the truth or falsity of particular forms of theism.11 

Regardless of our theistic commitments, however, Wolf thinks it clear that we are inclined 

to judge the lives of some individuals as meaningful and the lives of others as meaningless. 

The task of providing an account of meaningfulness in lives is therefore the task of 

explaining on what basis such a distinction is made.12 

Wolf notes that while we may be initially inclined to give a subjective account of 

meaningfulness, we realise that such an account will not do once we consider both 

paradigmatically meaningful and paradigmatically meaningless lives. Thinking of lives that 

we take as paradigmatically meaningful – say, Gandhi, Einstein, Monet… – we realise that 

it is not subjective criteria upon which we primarily base our judgement. Similarly, we 

might think that a person leads an ultimately meaningless life despite any subjective 

experience that they might have to the contrary.13 Like Wiggins and Nozick, Wolf notes 

that one of the things that seems to be common to various cases of meaningless lives is 

that the activity in which the individual is primarily engaged is pointless, or empty.14 

                                                
10 Ibid., p. 610. 
11 For my discussion of theistic accounts of meaningfulness, see Chapter 7.  
12 See Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives”; “Happiness and Meaning”; “Meaningful Lives in a 
Meaningless World.” 
13 “The Meanings of Lives,” pp. 5–6. 
14 Wolf notes another, more controversial, class of meaningless lives: lives that are rendered 
meaningless not because of the nature of the project in which the person is engaged, but rather 
because that project ultimately fails. See ibid., p. 7. There seems to me to be interesting parallels 
with the importance of success to the moral justification of certain decisions as discussed by 
Bernard Williams, “Moral Luck,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).  
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Drawing on her consideration of examples of meaningless lives, Wolf proposes an account 

of what a meaningful life must consist in: ‘a meaningful life is one that is actively and at 

least somewhat successfully engaged in a project (or projects) of positive value’.15 

II.  AGENCY AND TRANSCENDENT VALUE 

Having noted that a number of philosophers have converged on accounts of 

meaningfulness that stress the importance of goods beyond the agent, it may be quite 

opaque why I have claimed that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life would be threatened 

by determinism. Surely, even if the world is deterministic, the lives of some agents will 

transcend the limits of themselves in the requisite way, thereby conveying meaning upon 

those lives. Using a modified example of the case of Sisyphus, however, I argue that the 

plausibility of the views discussed above rely upon an assumption of a particular role for 

the agent in those features in virtue of which the agent’s life is meaningful.  

Consider again the predicament of Sisyphus and the suggestion that the way to give his life 

meaning is to allow him to contribute to something greater than himself through the 

construction of a temple atop the hill. This case is, however, significantly under-described; 

there are ways of changing Sisyphus’s situation so that he now builds a temple rather than 

repetitively rolling a rock up a hill but in which his life nonetheless continues to lack 

meaningfulness.16  

Sisyphus2: Upon offending the gods, Sisyphus is condemned to forever toil in the 
construction of a great monument to their honour. For the rest of his life 
Sisyphus will roll rocks up a hill, whereupon he will use the rocks to build an 
ever-expanding temple. But Sisyphus hates the gods, and can think of nothing 
worse than being forced to construct a great monument to their honour. Even 
though the temple he constructs is beautiful, Sisyphus despises his work and he 
would much rather be dead than continue for eternity a task that showers praise 
upon beings that he despises.  

I present Sisyphus2 not as a putative counterexample to the accounts of meaningfulness 

being considered, but rather to highlight that meaningfulness requires more than simply 

that an agent’s life somehow link up with something greater than themself. Indeed, I think 

                                                
15 Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives,” p. 8. 
16 Indeed, I think it possible that there are ways of changing Sisyphus’s situation so that even 
though his actions now contribute to an end, his situation is, at least in important ways, worse than 
merely pointless activities because the end at which his actions aim are antithetical to himself and 
his values. I discuss this further in § VII below. 
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most of the philosophers mentioned above acknowledge that the connection between 

agents and those things that are supposed to convey meaning on their lives must be of the 

right sort. Thus, Wiggins and Nozick might say of Sisyphus2 that though Sisyphus 

somehow contributes to a value beyond himself – beauty – he fails to connect with this 

value, given he is a reluctant contributor to the beautiful thing that he creates. Similarly, 

Wolf might say that while Sisyphus contributes to a project of non-subjective positive 

value, he does not engage with this project.  

III. MEANING-SCEPTICISM, MAKING A DIFFERENCE, AND SELF-
EXPRESSION  

Sisyphus2 highlights that we must have the right kind of connection between an agent and 

the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life, and the last chapter concluded that 

the right kind of connection is one that will ensure the relevant features are deeply 

attributable to the agent whose life we are considering. Now the connection between an 

agent and their actions or behaviours is central to the familiar debates concerning moral 

responsibility and human freedom. And it is clear from the literature that there are many 

accounts one could give of the conditions under which a feature or activity is said to be 

deeply attributable to an agent. Importantly, different accounts of agency display different 

primary concerns. On the one hand, some conceptions of agency focus on an individual’s 

ability to make a difference to the world, on the other hand, some accounts focus on the 

capacity of the individual to express themselves through their actions. I note that the threat 

of scepticism concerning meaning implies that the kind of connection relevant to 

meaningfulness in life must be of the latter type, because the finitude of human life and 

human endeavour would seem to make an account of meaningfulness that requires one to 

make a difference to the world at the very least implausible. Moreover, I argue that a 

concern with self-expression seems to neatly explain certain intuitions regarding 

meaningfulness.  

One of the biggest divisions within the free will and moral responsibility literature concerns 

the importance of alternate possibilities to freedom and moral responsibility. A number of 

incompatibilists, so-called ‘leeway-incompatibilists’, insist that genuine freedom requires the 

ability to do otherwise, despite the appearance to the contrary afforded by Frankfurt-style 

cases.17 On the other side, many compatibilists as well as a number of incompatibilists, 

argue that Frankfurt-style cases successfully show the relative irrelevance of alternative 
                                                
17 For a discussion of Frankfurt-style cases, see Ch. 2, § IV. 
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possibilities to freedom and claim that what is relevant is the actual causal sequence leading 

up to action. This disagreement over the relevance of alternative possibilities corresponds 

to a disagreement concerning what kind of control is required for genuine freedom and/or 

moral responsibility. According to leeway-incompatibilists, freedom requires regulative 

control, or control over one’s behaviour. This kind of control consists in both the power to 

freely do a particular action, and also the power to do some other action; that is, it involves 

the power to do otherwise. Guidance control, by contrast, consists in an agent’s freely 

performing an action and therefore does not require alternative possibilities.18 John Martin 

Fischer, one of the most well-known proponents of guidance control, suggests that what 

underlies the appeal of these differing accounts of control is different intuitions regarding 

the value of free action.19 Fischer contends that advocates of the regulative control model 

of responsibility and freedom see the value of free action as consisting in the ability of an 

agent to make a difference to the world, and one makes a difference by selecting among a 

range of options from which one might choose, thereby ensuring that the world goes one 

way, rather than another.20  

As Fischer points out, however, this is not the only way to conceive of our concern with 

free action. Fischer asks us to consider the following example. Suppose a sculptor creates a 

work in the normal way. Suppose further that if the sculptor had not created the sculpture, 

some other sculptor would have created exactly the same sort of sculpture. In such a case, 

Fischer thinks it clear that the original sculptor does not make a difference to the world, at 

least in terms of end-states; however, there is an equally clear sense in which that creative 

activity is valuable. This value, claims Fisher, lies in the fact that the sculptor’s creation is a 

form of self-expression; they express themself through their activity, even if this expression 

makes no difference (in end-states) to the world. And Fischer suggests that we understand 

the intuitive appeal of freedom in terms of guidance control in a similar way. What we 

                                                
18 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, p. 31. I discuss the distinction between regulatory 
control and guidance control further in Ch. 5 § III. 
19 Fischer talks of the value of behaviour for which we can legitimately be held morally responsible. 
I doubt there is a substantive disagreement here as Fischer elsewhere talks of the value of free will 
in much the same way. 
20 John Martin Fischer, “Responsibility and Self-Expression,” The Journal of Ethics 3 (1998): pp. 283–
84. 
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value in an agent acting freely, claims Fischer, is that in doing so an agent thereby expresses 

himself, whether or not such an expression makes a difference to the world.21  

We can, I claim, extend Fischer’s division of accounts of freedom of the will to the broader 

class of accounts of agency. Some accounts of agency take one of their primary tasks to be 

explaining how an individual is able to make a difference to the world. Other accounts of 

agency take the agent’s capacity for self-expression as fundamental. The question that we 

must now answer is: Which of these approaches, if either, is most appropriate to the issue 

of the connection between an agent and the meaning-conferring features of their life?  

Recall that we began our discussion of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness by asking 

how we could change the predicament of Sisyphus so as to make his life meaningful. We 

responded that we could do so by allowing his action to contribute to some end – the 

construction of a beautiful temple. When we went on to explain how this activity provided 

meaningfulness, we focused on the connection that would thereby be forged between 

Sisyphus and a certain transcendent good – say, beauty. Surely, however, there is a more 

obvious explanation to give. Sisyphus’s life is made meaningful by his construction of the 

temple because of what he achieves; because he thereby increases the amount of beauty in 

the world. What is important, it might be claimed, is not Sisyphus’s connection to any 

good, but rather his contribution to it, his achievement. By constructing a temple, Sisyphus 

makes the world a better place. 

The problem with such an approach to meaningfulness, however, is that it too easily makes 

meaningfulness appear impossible. If meaningfulness requires that one make a difference 

to the world, then it appears that all our lives are ultimately meaningless, for any difference 

that we do make appears to be ultimately limited, pointless or futile in itself. Let’s say 

Sisyphus succeeds in building his beautiful temple atop the hill. So what? In a thousand 

years the temple will be reduced to a ruin and Sisyphus’s toil will be for naught. Perhaps we 

could allow that Sisyphus’s temple last forever; surely this would ensure its significance. 

Yet, even in this case, one still might question the significance of the construction of one 

temple, on one hill, on one planet, in one galaxy among millions within the universe. And it 

appears that, in this sense, we all share Sisyphus’s predicament: we are all ‘tiny specks in the 

infinite vastness of the universe; our lives are mere instants even on a geological time scale, 

                                                
21 Ibid., p. 287. 
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let alone a cosmic one’.22 Many are led to be sceptical about the possibility of 

meaningfulness because it appears that the universe is such that nothing we do can matter, 

whatever difference we make, itself makes no difference. 

Thomas Nagel goes one step further and argues that the absurdity of life lies not in the 

nature of the universe, but rather in the nature of the attitudes that we necessarily take 

towards ourselves. The nature of human lives, claims Nagel, is such that we take things 

seriously. As Nagel says, ‘human life is full of effort, place, calculation, success and failure: 

we pursue our lives, with varying degrees of sloth and energy’.23 The problem for Nagel is 

not that the nature of the universe makes such effort pointless; rather, the absurdity of life 

arises from ‘the collision between the seriousness with which we take our lives and the 

perpetual possibility of regarding everything about which we are serious as arbitrary, or 

open to doubt’.24 We are always able, Nagel contends, to take a step back and view our 

pursuits, our aims and our lives as ultimately contingent and arbitrary. 

It is partly in an effort to avoid such scepticism, that the philosophers discussed in § II 

identify an agent’s connection with particular goods or values as relevant to 

meaningfulness, rather than an agent’s contributions or achievements. Nozick and Wolf 

both explicitly acknowledge that their accounts are structured so as to avoid this sceptical 

conclusion.25 With this in mind, it becomes clear that it would make little sense for the kind 

of connection between an agent and the relevant meaning-conferring features of their life 

to be one based upon the importance of making a difference to the world, for this would 

simply open the door again to scepticism.  

Once we consider the notion that the kind of agential involvement relevant to 

meaningfulness is primarily concerned with self-expression, it quickly becomes clear just 

how appealing this idea is. Indeed, the analogy of artistic creativity lends itself even more 

directly to the question of meaningfulness than it does to the question of responsibility, for 
                                                
22 Thomas Nagel, “The Absurd,” in The Meaning of Life, ed. E. D. Klemke (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), p. 177. Originally published as “The Absurd,” Journal of Philosophy 63 (1971). 
All references are to the 2000 reprint. For similar worries about our insignificance making our lives 
meaningless, see Albert Camus, “The Absurdity of Human Existence,” in The Meaning of Life, ed. E. 
D. Klemke (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Leo Tolstoy, My Confessions, trans. Leo 
Wiener (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1905); Taylor, “The Meaning of Life.” 
23 Nagel, “The Absurd,” p. 178, emphasis in original. 
24 Ibid., p. 178. 
25 Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, pp. 579ff. Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives,” p. 20. 
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artistic creativity seems to be a paradigmatic example of the kind of thing that might be 

meaning-conferring on a number of the accounts of meaningfulness being considered. 

Moreover, Sisyphus’s inability to express himself seems to offer a neat explanation for our 

intuitions in the case of Sisyphus2. In this case, Sisyphus does, in some sense, make a 

difference to the world, the problem, however, is that it is a difference that he does not 

want to make. In fact, what is so troubling about Sisyphus’s predicament in Sisyphus2, I 

suggest, is that Sisyphus is forced to live a lie; not only does he fail to express himself 

through certain features of his life, but also his activities are aimed at an end antithetical to 

himself and to his beliefs and values. 

Just like the sculptor’s relationship to their artwork, the value of an agent shaping their life 

so as to connect and engage with the relevant values is not necessarily that they thereby 

change the world, but rather that they thereby express themselves and their connection to 

those values. If they pick the right values, and if their activities are expressive of 

themselves, then their life may be meaningful – and of course just what the right values are, 

and how activities may be expressive of an agent are things to be established by a 

substantive account of meaningfulness.  

IV. FRANKFURT: HIERARCHY AND ATTRIBUTABILITY 

In the previous chapter I highlighted Gary Watson’s distinction between responsibility as 

accountability and responsibility as attributability and suggested that it is the latter that is 

most obviously at issue in questions of meaningfulness. While the precise connection 

between self-expression and deep attributability is not clear, some philosophers have 

thought that for an action to be deeply attributable to an agent is just for it to be expressive 

of that agent.26 While there is much debate over the relative merits of various forms of 

compatibilism regarding moral responsibility as accountability, one form of compatibilist 

theory – real-self theories – is commonly thought to provide a clear account of deep 

attributability – particularly when conceived of as self-expression – in compatibilist terms.27 

Thus real-self theories might be in a good position to provide a compatibilist account of 

the kind of agential involvement required for meaningfulness. 

                                                
26 Neil Levy, “The Good, the Bad, and the Blameworthy,” Journal of Ethics & Social Philosophy 1, no. 
2 (2005). 
27 See ibid. 
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The best-known proponent of the real-self approach to compatibilism is Harry Frankfurt. 

Frankfurt specifically sets out to provide an account that is able to distinguish between a 

person’s ‘activity and passivity with respect to … states of affairs’,28 and it seems reasonable 

to think that it is this distinction which in some sense underlies the distinction between 

those activities which are deeply attributable to – and self-expressive of – an agent and 

those which are not. Moreover, Frankfurt appears to take the issue of agential activity as 

going hand in hand with the issue of agential authority. That is, on Frankfurt’s view, when 

an agent is active with respect to their behaviour, their behaviour speaks for them as agent; 

their behaviour has their backing.29 Thus, in the case of Sisyphus2, one might say that the 

potentially meaning-conferring activities that Sisyphus undertakes are not deeply 

attributable to Sisyphus – and consequently fail to provide for self-expression – because 

Sisyphus is, in an important sense, passive with respect to them. Sisyphus’s actions are 

prescribed for him by the gods. Thus, though Sisyphus’s life is an active one, he is not 

active with respect to his temple construction. 

Before proceeding directly to look at Frankfurt’s account of agential activity, it is worth 

noting that Frankfurt himself seems to hold that agential involvement is necessary for a 

meaningful life. In “On the Usefulness of Final Ends”,30 Frankfurt argues that ‘a person’s 

life is meaningful only if he spends it, to some considerable extent, in activity that is 

devoted to things that he cares about’.31 While Frankfurt’s comments in this paper and 

elsewhere indicate that he is not inclined to an objectivist view regarding what one should 

care about, his comments on meaningfulness do suggest that the meaningfulness of an 

agent’s life is not straightforwardly a matter of the agent’s subjective experience of that 

life.32 Rather, the pursuit of these ends must be something the agent does. Thus he says 

                                                
28 Frankfurt, “Three Concepts of Free Action,” p. 54. 
29 This is important, as the questions of agential activity and authority do not need to be linked in 
this way. Frankfurt’s joining of these questions seem to me evident from his earliest work 
“Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” and are a recurring theme throughout his 
work. Michael Bratman highlights such links and explicitly takes Frankfurt to be addressing the 
question of agential authority, see Bratman, “Identification, Decision, and Treating as a Reason”; 
“Two Problems About Human Agency.” 
30 Frankfurt, “On the Usefulness of Final Ends.” 
31 Ibid., pp. 85–86. 
32 For Frankfurt’s arguments regarding what to care about, see “The Importance of What We Care 
About”; “Duty and Love”; “The Faintest Passion.” For an argument against Frankfurt’s ‘avoidance 
of objectivity’ see Susan Wolf, “The True, the Good and the Lovable: Frankfurt's Avoidance of 
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that living a meaningful life entails ‘that whoever lives the life engages during its course, to 

some considerable extent, in activity that is important to him’.33 Moreover, Frankfurt thinks 

that what is important to someone derives, either directly or indirectly, from what that 

person cares about (or at least from the fact that the person cares about something) and he 

explicitly claims that caring is something with respect to which an agent is necessarily 

active.34 For Frankfurt, therefore, just as for the advocates of transcendent accounts of 

meaning discussed above, the nature of the connection between an agent and the relevant 

features of their life is of the utmost importance to that life’s meaningfulness. 

Frankfurt approaches the issue of agential authority by highlighting what is missing in cases 

in which an agent fails to ‘participate in’ or be active with respect to their behaviour. 

Frankfurt focuses on cases in which an agent is somehow ‘alienated’ from their motivations 

or desires. In such cases, Frankfurt claims that an agent’s passivity is explained by the fact 

that they do not ‘identify’ with their motives for action.35 Thus Frankfurt contends that the 

distinction between those things with respect to which an agent is active and those things 

with respect to which they are passive is to be drawn on the basis of identification. 

Frankfurt’s general approach to the issue of identification is to highlight particular mental 

events or mental states with which identification might be equated. Frankfurt’s first 

proposal was that identification be understood in terms of second-order desires that 

particular first-order desires be effective – what Frankfurt termed ‘second-order 

volitions’.36 These second-order desires in favour of particular first-order desires are seen as 

an agent throwing their weight behind the motivation for their behaviour and consequently 

behind their behaviour itself. Accordingly, behaviour which is motivated by a first-order 

desire that is endorsed by a second-order desire is to be considered behaviour in respect of 

which an agent is active. Gary Watson has shown the obvious potential for regress in this 

                                                                                                                                          
Objectivity,” in The Contours of Agency, ed. Sarah Buss and Lee Overton (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 
2002). 
33 Frankfurt, “On the Usefulness of Final Ends,” p. 85, emphasis added. 
34 Ibid., pp. 87–88. 
35 These issues are at the centre of much of Frankfurt’s early work, see “Freedom of the Will and 
the Concept of a Person”; “Identification and Externality”; “Identification and Wholeheartedness”; 
“Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility”; “What We Are Morally Responsible For”; 
“Three Concepts of Free Action.” 
36 See “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person.” 
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account, noting that just as one might be alienated from one’s first-order desire, so too one 

might be alienated form one’s desires of higher-orders.37 

Frankfurt’s subsequent proposal to explain identification in terms of an agent’s decisions, 

or rather their decisive commitment to the motives of their behaviour, seems to offer little 

improvement.38 As David Velleman has pointed out, it is reasonable to suppose that an 

agent can make ‘unwitting decisions’– that is, decisions with which the agent does not 

identify.39 

Apparently in response to concerns similar to those raised by Velleman, Frankfurt has 

moved away from any attempt to explain identification straightforwardly in terms of a 

particular mental state such as a desire or decision. Identification, Frankfurt now claims, 

consists in ‘an endorsing high-order desire with which the person is satisfied’.40 Frankfurt 

here avoids the threat of regress, as satisfaction does not require that an agent take any 

particular attitude towards their relevant higher-order desires. Rather, satisfaction is to be 

understood as a ‘matter of simply having no interest in making changes’ to one’s desire 

structure.41 Recall that Frankfurt proposes that an agent be seen as active with regard to 

those things whose motivation they identify with. On this account of identification in 

terms of satisfaction, however, the very nature of identification itself is potentially passive, 

consisting in an agent’s disinterest in changing their motivational structure. As Michael 

Bratman has argued, the kind of satisfaction which Frankfurt speaks of – namely a lack of 

interest in altering one’s motivational structure – might be caused by a number of things 

with regards to which we would want to say an agent is essentially passive.42 Bratman first 

notes that it is simply implausible that identification be explained in terms of some non-

occurrence. If we are looking for something in the aetiology of action that counts as the 

agent’s backing, surely we are looking for something that the agent does, not something 

they fail to do. As Bratman puts it, ‘Identification seems to require that I somehow settle 
                                                
37 Watson, “Free Agency.” 
38 See Frankfurt, “Identification and Externality; “Identification and Wholeheartedness.” I examine 
a development of this Frankurtian view by Michael Bratman below. See Bratman, “Identification, 
Decision and Treating as a Reason.” 
39 J. David Velleman, “What Happens When Someone Acts?,” Mind 101 (1992): pp. 461–81. See 
also Bratman, “Identification, Decision, and Treating as a Reason,” pp. 6–7. 
40 Frankfurt, “The Faintest Passion,” p. 105. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Bratman, “Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason,” pp. 194–95. 
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the question of the status of my desires’.43 Yet mere satisfaction allows that the status of 

my desire remains, for me, an open question. Moreover, Bratman notes that one may be 

satisfied with one’s motivation structures – i.e. one may choose not to alter one’s 

motivational economy – ‘because of some sort of enervation or exhaustion or depression 

or the like’ and surely these would not be cases of agential activity’.44  

Here we can see that Frankfurt appears trapped between two problematic ways of cashing 

out the notion of identification. On the one hand, if identification is explained in terms of 

any particular mental state, such as decision, then one allows the possibility that an agent 

might be alienated from that with which they are supposed to identify, thus robbing the 

supposed identification of agential authority. On the other hand, if identification is 

explained in terms of some negative condition – say, an agent’s having no interest in 

altering their motivational economy – then identification appears essentially passive, thus 

undermining the central purpose of the introduction of the notion of identification, which 

was to explain the distinction between an agent’s activity and passivity.  

To briefly relate this discussion back to the issue of meaningfulness, it seems reasonable to 

suppose that the problems that plague Frankfurt’s explanation of action will similarly be 

problematic when it comes to explaining how an agent is relevantly active with respect to 

the meaningfulness of their life. For a potentially meaning-conferring feature of an agent’s 

life to be relevantly connected to the agent, an agent must be appropriately active with 

respect to those features. Frankfurt’s approach to a compatibilist account of agential 

authority seems to fail because it either allows for alienation or else is a negative condition 

with respect to which an agent is essentially passive. Thus identification in this sense will 

not ensure that the relevant features of an agent’s life are connected to that agent in such a 

way that they might be meaning-conferring.  

A number of scholars, in particular Michael Bratman and David Velleman, read Frankfurt 

as developing a new account of agential authority in his work since “The Faintest 

Passion”.45 In a number of more recent papers, Frankfurt focuses on what he calls 

                                                
43 Ibid., p. 194. 
44 Ibid., p. 195. One might also add to Bratman’s list ‘manipulation’. I discuss some problems of 
manipulation for Frankfurt’s account below. 
45 Bratman suggests Frankfurt’s discussion of volitional necessities constitutes a new approach to 
the question of agential authority in “Two Problems About Human Agency,” p. 314. A similar 
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‘volitional necessities’. The most commonly cited example of a volitional necessity is the 

case of Luther’s famous declaration ‘Here I stand; I can do no other’. In such a case, an 

agent finds that they cannot bring themselves to do a certain action, not because they are 

constrained or they are acting under compulsion, but rather because the structure of their 

will is such that they cannot bring themselves to do a particular action. The interesting 

thing about such cases is that, unlike other cases of necessity, they appear to be cases of the 

exercise of agency.46  

I think that Frankfurt’s account of volitional necessity builds upon his earlier account of 

agential authority and does not offer a new account of this concept. Given certain 

prominent philosophers have read Frankfurt’s later work as providing a new account of 

agential authority, however, is would be remiss of me not to discuss why I think 

Frankfurt’s later work does not help him overcome the problems already noted.  

According to Frankfurt, an agent exercises full-blooded agency ‘only when his volitions 

derive from the essential character of his will’,47 and the limits of a person’s will – that is, 

the essential character of their will – is constituted by their volitional necessities; those 

things that they cannot help but will or that they cannot bring themselves to will.48 Indeed, 

Frankfurt goes so far as to say that ‘the most genuine freedom is not only compatible with 

being necessitated; … it actually requires necessity’.49 According to Frankfurt, a person 

constrained by a volitional necessity is in a fundamentally different position to one who is 

constrained as a result of, say, compulsion. A person who is constrained by a volitional 

necessity accedes to this constraint not because of a lack of strength to overcome it, but 

rather ‘because he is unwilling to oppose it and furthermore, his unwillingness is itself 

                                                                                                                                          
claim, that Frankfurt’s talk of volitional necessities is an important move away from his earlier talk 
of identification is made by, Velleman, “Identification and Identity,” p. 92. 
46 For a different take on volitional necessities to Frankfurt, see Arpaly, Merit, Meaning and Human 
Bondage, especially pp. 42 , 124 – 27. Arpaly offers a nuanced discussion of the difference between 
responsibility-undermining necessity and the kind of necessity which appears consistent with 
responsibility and, in her view, meaning. See pp. 42 – 45, 47 – 48, 61 – 64 and 84 - 85.  
47 Frankfurt, “Autonomy, Necessity, and Love,” p. 132. 
48 “On the Necessity of Ideals,” pp. 113–14. 
49 “Autonomy, Necessity, and Love,” p. 131. Cf. R.E. Hobart, “Free Will as Involving 
Determination and Inconceivable without It,” in Free Will and Determinism, ed. Bernard Berofsky 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1966). 
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something which he is unwilling to alter’.50 And it is because the agent endorses the 

volitional necessity that action done in accordance with it can be said to have agential 

authority. Elsewhere, Frankfurt notes that volitional necessities are not experienced as alien 

to oneself, but rather as expressions of oneself and he claims that this is because volitional 

necessities are partly constituted by desires with which the agent actively identifies.51 

According to Frankfurt, although volitional necessities are necessities, they are self-

imposed and it is for this reason that acting in accordance with a volitional necessity is 

experienced as liberating. Nonetheless, Frankfurt insists that volitional necessities are 

involuntary. While self-imposition and involuntariness might seem contradictories, 

Frankfurt insists that this is not the case. Volitional necessities are self-imposed, he claims, 

in virtue of the fact that a person’s own will imposes them, while they are involuntary in 

virtue of the fact that a person does not make one’s will what it is by any voluntary act.52  

As I have already mentioned, I doubt that Frankfurt intends his account of volitional 

necessity to provide an account of agential activity, or an alternative account of 

identification within an account of agential activity. While Frankfurt’s later work follows on 

from his earlier focus on identification and the distinction between activity and passivity, it 

seems that Frankfurt’s focus shifts and while issues of freedom and activity are 

undoubtedly relevant to his later work, it is not necessarily these questions that are in the 

foreground. The question of agential activity seems to me to enter into Frankfurt’s later 

work more as a problem that needs to be addressed, rather than as the focus of attention. 

In examining the nature of caring, of love and of our commitment to ideals, Frankfurt is 

forced to address the question of how agents can be active with respect to things over 

which they have no voluntary control. Moreover, given Frankfurt’s view that the structure 

of our will – something over which we do not exert direct control – gives rise to certain 

necessities, he needs to distinguish these volitional necessities from other necessities that 

do undermine agency.  

                                                
50 Frankfurt, “The Importance of What We Care About,” p. 87. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid., p. 88. 
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It is true that in a number of places Frankfurt seems to suggest that when we act in 

accordance with volitional necessity we are most free and autonomous.53 However, I don’t 

believe that Frankfurt thinks that all our freedom and autonomy is grounded in volitional 

necessities, except in the weak sense that freedom and autonomy arise from our wills, and 

on Frankfurt’s view the shape of our wills is defined, in some sense, by the volitional 

necessities that constrain us. Most importantly, Frankfurt himself uses the language of 

identification in explaining how it is that an agent can be active with respect to his volitional 

necessities while at the same time being constrained by them. Thus, in one of the earliest 

places Frankfurt raises the topic of volitional necessity, he explains that ‘The reason a 

person does not experience the force of volitional necessity as alien or as external to 

himself, then, is that it coincides with – and is, indeed, partly constituted by – desires which 

are not merely his own but with which he actively identifies himself.’54 And this type of 

language seems to continue in his later work. In “Autonomy, Necessity, and Love” 

Frankfurt again distinguishes between external necessity and volitional necessity by appeal 

to the notion of identification and claims that unlike cases, such as compulsion, volitional 

necessities, ‘may move us irresistibly precisely in ways that we are wholeheartedly pleased 

to endorse’.55 Similarly, in “On the Necessity of Ideals” Frankfurt explains that in the case 

of an aversion that is a volitional necessity the agent ‘is constrained so effectively precisely 

because of the fact that, whether consciously or not, he endorses the aversion and cares 

about maintaining it’.56 

Rather than seeing volitional necessities as an alternative basis for an account of agential 

activity or authority, therefore, I think we are better to see them as particular, problematic 

cases of agential activity which Frankfurt explains essentially using the notion of 

identification developed in his earlier work. An agent is active in the case of a volitional 

necessity because the constraining desire is one with which they identify. While it may be 

true that Frankfurt’s discussions of volitional necessity provide additional reasons to favour 

an approach to agential authority that can account for the compatibility of agential 

                                                
53 See, for example, “Autonomy, Necessity, and Love”; “The Importance of What We Care 
About”; “Concerning the Freedom and Limits of the Will,” Philosophical Review 17 (1989); “On the 
Necessity of Ideals.” 
54 “The Importance of What We Care About.” My emphasis. 
55 “Autonomy, Necessity, and Love,” p. 137. 
56 “On the Necessity of Ideals,” p. 112. 
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authority and necessity, we ought not see such discussions as providing such an account in 

themselves.  

This interpretation of Frankfurt’s account of volitional necessities is not only interesting as 

a piece of Frankfurt scholarship. It might have been thought that Frankfurt’s account of 

volitional necessities provides an additional compatibilist account of the kind of connection 

that might exist between an agent and her actions or behaviours and that I would be 

required to explicitly show why such a compatibilist account is not sufficient within the 

context of meaningfulness. My claim, however, is that any attempt to explain the 

connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of her life in 

terms of Frankfurt’s account of volitional necessities will depend for its success on the 

adequacy of Frankfurt’s account of identification. As we have already seen, however, there 

are good reasons to doubt that Frankfurt can account for agential activity using the notion 

of identification as he has developed it.  

While Frankfurt may have been the most influential real-self theorist, he has not been the 

only one. I will now examine some alternative real-self theories that attempt to overcome 

some of the problems of Frankfurt’s account of identification. 

V. IDENTIFICATION AND NORMATIVITY: WATSON AND BRATMAN 

As we have seen, Frankfurt accounts for agential authority essentially in terms of the 

structure of an agent’s will. An agent is active, and his actions have his authority, when his 

actions follow from desires or motivation with which he identified and such identification 

consists in some way in the unity of his will. Some philosophers have thought that the 

problems that befall Frankfurt’s account of identification are a result of a lack of 

conceptual resources. One cannot provide an account of agential authority merely by 

appeal to the structure of an agent’s desires. What must be added, it is claimed, is some 

account of how the agent treats those desires. Specifically, what is needed to explain 

agential authority is some account of those desires that an agent takes to be reason-giving. 

Michael Bratman usefully distinguishes two problems of human agency: (i) the problem of 

agential authority, and (ii) the problem of subjective normative authority.57 The problem of 

agential authority is the problem of providing an account of the distinction between an 

agent’s full-blown actions and mere happenings or bodily movement. The problem of 
                                                
57 Bratman, “Two Problems About Human Agency.” Cf. Velleman, “What Happens When 
Someone Acts?” 
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subjective normative authority is the problem of explaining the relationship between 

motivating desire and the agent’s normative deliberation.58 

In his writings on identification, Frankfurt is explicitly concerned with the first of these 

problems, that is, with agential authority. And in a number of places Frankfurt seems to 

stress the independence of the question of an agent’s authority from that which an agent 

takes to be reason-giving.59 According to some philosophers, this is just where Frankfurt 

runs into trouble. I will now briefly examine two approaches to agential activity that seek to 

avoid the problems of Frankfurt’s approach by attending to the issue of subjective 

normative authority. While I will briefly mention some specific problems with these views, 

I will not engage in much detailed critical analysis. Rather, I will argue in the next section 

that these real-self theories, along with Frankfurt’s approach, fail to provide all that is 

required for an account of agential activity in meaningfulness for a common reason. 

As mentioned above in discussing the development of Frankfurt’s views from their origin 

in “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”, Gary Watson noted what was a 

fundamental problem with Frankfurt’s initial account of identification.60 In response to 

Frankfurt’s claim that agential activity be explained in terms of some higher-order desire 

that a particular first-order desire be effective, Watson noted that nothing in this picture 

ensures that an agent could not be alienated with respect to one’s higher-order desire. As 

Watson asks, ‘What gives these volitions any special relation to ‘oneself’?’ and notes that 

Frankfurt’s account ‘does not tell us how a particular want can have, among all of a 

person’s “desires”, the special property of being particularly his “own’’’.61 According to 

Watson, in order to distinguish those actions and desires that are truly an agent’s own, we 

must attend to an agent’s valuational system. Watson begins by distinguishing an agent’s 

wants from an agent’s values. According to Watson, while one might be alienated from 

one’s wants, we cannot be so alienated from one’s values, since ‘One can dissociate oneself 

form one set of ends and principles only from the standpoint of another such set that one 

does not disclaim. In short, one cannot dissociate oneself from all normative judgements 

                                                
58 Bratman, “Two Problems About Human Agency.” 
59 See especially Harry Frankfurt, “Reply to Michael E. Bratman,” in The Contours of Agency, ed. Sarah 
Buss and Lee Overton (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002); “Reply to Gary Watson,” in The 
Contours of Agency, ed. Sarah Buss and Lee Overton (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002). 
60 Watson, “Free Agency.” 
61 Ibid., p. 108. 
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without forfeiting all standpoint and therewith one’s identity as an agent’.62 Now Watson 

defines an agent’s values in terms of ‘those principles and ends which he – in a cool and 

non-self-deceptive moment – articulates as definitive of the good, fulfilling, and defensible 

life’ and thinks that such ‘judging good’ provides the agents with reasons for action; that is, 

that in valuing something an agent thereby gives it a role in his motivationally effective 

deliberation.63 Watson thereby brings together the problems of agential authority and 

subjective normative authority. On the view presented in “Free Agency” an agent acts 

freely when their actions are guided by their values and such values are necessarily 

recognised by the agent as reason-giving. Watson’s theory shares with Frankfurt’s the 

feature of being a ‘mesh theory’; that is, both theorists explain freedom in terms of a 

certain consistency between an agent’s action and their motivational structure.64 Unlike 

Frankfurt, however, Watson places an agent’s evaluation of desires as reason-giving at the 

foreground of his account of freedom. 

Michael Bratman offers an alternative approach to agential authority which, like Watson’s, 

seeks to avoid the problems of Frankfurt’s approach by introducing the issue of normative 

authority.65 Unlike Watson, however, Bratman maintains a fundamentally hierarchical 

account of agency. As already discussed, Bratman highlights the fact that an agent’s 

identification, if such identification is to ground an account of agential authority, cannot 

merely consist in the kind of non-occurrence suggested by Frankfurt’s satisfaction model, 

for this seems to be something with respect to which an agent might be essentially 

passive.66 In order for identification to ‘speak for the agent’ it must include an agent’s 

reflections regarding the status of that desire and Bratman thinks that the most 

straightforward way to view such a conclusion is in terms of ‘a decision about whether to 

challenge that higher-order desire or to “leave things as they are’’’.67 What is required, 

Bratman claims, is a combination of Frankfurt’s earlier views; that is, that identification be 

                                                
62 Ibid., p. 106. 
63 Ibid., p. 105, p. 99. 
64 The term ‘mesh theories’ is introduced by Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control. 
65 Bratman, “Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason; “Two Problems About Human 
Agency.” Note that Bratman later abandons this view and adopts an account of agency that is not 
ahistorical in the way this one appears to be. See ibid. I discuss Bratman’s later work in Chapter 6, § 
V. 
66 “Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason,” pp. 194–95. 
67 Ibid., p.195. 
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defined as a decision with which one is ‘satisfied’.68 Moreover, Bratman thinks that what is 

required is not merely a decision to act on a particular desire – which was Frankfurt’s view 

– for as Velleman has pointed out one might decide to act on a desire while at the same 

time seeing one’s desire (and one’s decision) as an outlaw.69 Rather, agential authority 

requires a decision to treat a particular desire as reason-giving. In order to avoid further 

problems that arise from cases in which an agent takes a desire to be reason-giving in a 

minimal sense but which the agent nonetheless seems to fail to identify with, Bratman adds 

that an agent must be satisfied with their decision to treat a desire as reason-giving, where 

such satisfaction consists in the absence of any conflict between this decision and ‘other 

standing decisions and policies about which desires to treat as reason-giving’.70 Like 

Watson’s approach, therefore, Bratman differs from Frankfurt in linking the question of 

subjective normative authority to the issue of agential authority. Unlike Watson, however, 

and like Frankfurt, Bratman sees such questions as essentially answered by the structure of 

the agent’s will, where such a structure is hierarchical much as in Frankfurt’s sense. 

VI. REAL-SELVES, HISTORY AND MANIPULATION 

We now have three compatibilist accounts of agential activity as potential candidates for 

explaining the deep attributability of the meaning-conferring activities of an agent’s life to 

that agent, and thus their self-expression. Two of the views, those of Watson and Bratman, 

aim to overcome some or all of the shortcomings identified in Frankfurt’s proposals. While 

these views in turn may have problems of their own, what I must do, if I am to make 

headway with my claim that real-self views cannot provide the kind of agential activity 

required for the family of accounts of meaningfulness under consideration, is to point to 

some common feature of real-self views which ensures that they fail in this way.  

Earlier, I noted that real-self theories are commonly thought to provide a good account of 

deep attributability, particularly when conceived of as self-expression. According to real-

self theories, one acts freely when one’s actions correspond – perhaps express – one’s true 

self, whether this is explained in terms of hierarchies of desires, one’s all-things-considered 

evaluations, or one’s policies and decisions to treat as reason-giving. Real-self theories, it 

                                                
68 Ibid. 
69 Velleman, “What Happens When Someone Acts?” 
70 Bratman, “Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason,” p. 201. 
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appears, ensure self-expression because they account for freedom in terms of a ‘mesh’ 

between an agent’s action and the agent’s ‘self’. 

Consider, however, the following case: 

Sisyphus3: Sisyphus hates the gods, and he has hated them his whole life. Indeed, 
Sisyphus structures much of his life around offending the gods. Eventually, the 
gods have had enough. They condemn him to forever toil in the construction of 
a great and beautiful monument to their honour. For the rest of his life Sisyphus 
will roll rocks up a hill, whereupon he will use the rocks to build an ever-
expanding temple. Moreover, the gods modify Sisyphus’s motivational structure 
such that he desires to build the gods a temple, and his desire is one with which 
he is satisfied and which is endorsed by his higher-order desires. Moreover, the 
building of a temple to honour the gods is now something that Sisyphus values 
deeply, and his motivation to act flows from this. Finally, Sisyphus’s temple 
construction flows from a decision to treat his desire for temple construction as 
reason-giving, and this decision is itself something with which Sisyphus is 
satisfied.71  

In Sisyphus3 we have a combination of the requirements of transcendent accounts of 

meaningfulness with the kind of agential involvement suggested by real-self theories. 

Unlike Sisyphus2, where Sisyphus’s desires, intentions, and motivations were at odds with 

his activity, in Sisyphus3 we have exactly the right kind of ‘mesh’ between Sisyphus’s 

motivational and evaluative structures that real-self theorists would suggest is sufficient for 

the relevant activities to be meaning-conferring to Sisyphus’s life. Indeed, one might even 

acknowledge that there is a sense in which in Sisyphus3, Sisyphus’s activities are expressive 

of Sisyphus, for they express his most central desires and values. What is unclear, however, 

is how this fact has any value given the perverse causal history that these features of 

Sisyphus’s motivational and evaluative structures have. In Sisyphus2 the irony of Sisyphus’s 

predicament lies in the fact that he is forced to undertake an activity he despises, and he is 

acutely aware of this discrepancy between his desires and values on the one hand, and his 

activities on the other. In Sisyphus3 we are faced with different, but every bit as bitter irony: 

Sisyphus in this case is unaware of the way in which his activities betray his former self. 

The irony in this latter case lies not only in the discrepancy between Sisyphus’s long-held 

                                                
71 One might be concerned about Sisyphus’s personal identity over time in this example, given the 
significant changes he undergoes. I do not think the psychological changes in the example are 
sufficient to be pressing. As such, I will defer discussion of problem of how changes sufficient to 
threaten personal identity relate to issues of meaningfulness until the case of Sisyphus6, who 
undergoes additional psychological changes. See pp. 128ff., and in particular fn. 59. 
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values and desires and his actions, but also in the fact that he now embraces a set of values 

and desires that are antithetical to the person that he had made himself to be. 

Consideration of this case leads to two conclusions: (i) concerning the limits of real-self 

theories in general, and (ii) concerning the particular inappropriateness of real-self theories 

to the realm of meaningfulness.  

The first conclusion lies in the recognition that real-self theories are essentially ahistorical; 

that is, real-self theories are concerned only with the relationship between an agent’s 

evaluative or motivational structure and their actions, and are not concerned with the 

source of these structures.72 Frankfurt, in particular, is explicit about this, saying ‘to the 

extent that a person identifies with the springs of his action, he takes responsibility for 

those actions and acquires moral responsibility for them; moreover, the question of how 

the actions and his identifications with their springs are caused is irrelevant to the questions 

of whether he performs the actions freely or is morally responsible for performing them.73 

Because real-self theories focus only on the structure of the agent’s will and its consistency 

with action, they are open to the structure of an agent’s will having all sorts of perverse 

causal histories. An agent’s motivational structure might therefore be the result of 

brainwashing, or hypnosis, or even manipulation and still the agent could meet the required 

real-self conditions.74 

The possibility of such perverse causal histories is unattractive given our focus on self-

expression, for it seems to allow that an agent’s real-self can come apart from his ‘deep’ or 

‘true’ self and it is these later selves that we are most obviously concerned with the 

expression of. Without offering a full analysis of the notions of true, or deep, selves, we 

can nonetheless recognise, in cases such as Sisyphus3, that some motivational or evaluative 

                                                
72 The ahistoricity of real-self views is noted by John Christman, “Autonomy and Personal 
History,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 21, no. 1 (1991); Alfred Mele, Autonomous Agents: From Self-
Control to Autonomy  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), Chapters 9 & 10. 
73 Frankfurt, “Three Concepts of Free Action,” pp. 121–22. An even stronger view is put forward 
by Hobart, “Free Will as Involving Determination and Inconceivable without It.” I think that both 
Watson, and especially Bratman, recognise this limitation of real-self theories and would add to a 
full account of agency some kind of historical requirement. In this way, however, they move 
beyond pure real-self theories. Whether non-real-self theories of agency fare better with regards to 
meaningfulness in lives will be the topic of subsequent chapters. 
74 Problems with the ability of real-self theories to account for moral responsibility are discussed in 
Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, pp. 185–87.  
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structures themselves belong more fully to an agent. In the case of Sisyphus3 we can see 

clearly how the evaluative and motivational structures of Sisyphus prior to his manipulation 

by the gods, belong more fully to him, flow from himself qua agent, in a way in which these 

structures do not after the manipulation. The real-self theorist’s insensitivity to this 

distinction reveals that, contrary to initial appearances, real-self theories are not well placed 

to give an account of agency in terms of self-expression, or at least the self-expression 

relevant to the connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of their life. If what is important to use in identifying instances of agential 

authority is identifying instances of self-expression, then our account of agential authority 

must be sensitive to the nature and source of the self being expressed. Consider again 

Fischer’s analogy with artistic creativity. According to Fischer, it matters to us – that is, we 

value – that the original sculptor produces the work of art, rather than some other sculptor 

producing some identical work. How, given its insensitivity to the sources of the self being 

expressed, can a real-self theory account for the importance of this distinction? The 

answer, I contend, is that is cannot.  

This contention, that real-self theories are insensitive to the sources of the self being 

expressed, is a general problem for real-self theories as accounts of self-expression. Given 

we have identified self-expression as the connection relevant to transcendent accounts of 

meaningfulness in lives, this general problem with real-self accounts can be seen as a 

problem for the appropriateness of real-self accounts to the issue of meaningfulness in 

lives. Above and beyond this general problem, however, I believe that there are distinctive 

features of the issue of meaningfulness in life that mean real-self theories are ill-suited to 

provide the right kind of connection between an agent and the relevant meaning-

conferring features of his life. 

As I noted in Chapter 1, the traditional dialectic surrounding the problem of determinism 

is almost exclusively focused on individual instances of action. Real-self theories are a 

prime example of this. The focus of real-self theories is the mesh between the structure of 

an agent’s will and his action in a particular case of action. The meaningfulness of an 

agent’s life, however, is necessarily a temporally extended feature. We judge an agent’s life 
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meaningful or meaningless not by looking at the individual instants of that life, but rather 

by looking at the life as a whole, or at least at significant lengths of time within that life.75  

It is interesting to note that in his discussion of the way in which limits stand in the way of 

meaningfulness, Nozick contends that the most limited life – and therefore the most 

meaningless – ‘consists of separated and disparate moments, having neither connection nor 

unity; for example, the life of an amnesiac who is unable to plan over several days or even 

moments because he forgets each day (or moment) what came before’.76 Here, Nozick 

highlights something of central importance to the issue of meaningfulness and the kind of 

agency that is relevant to it. The temporally extended nature of meaningfulness is such that 

it demands a corresponding temporally extended account of agency. The connection 

between an agent and the relevant meaning-conferring features of their life cannot be one 

that merely ensures a mesh at a given instant between the agent’s will and their actions, 

because the kind of things that give rise to meaningfulness are not themselves reducible to 

a series of temporally limited instants.  

In focusing on the entirety – or at least a significant part of – an agent’s life, judgements of 

meaningfulness also force us to look beyond outcomes and end-states to the causal history 

of these features, to their antecedents within the life of the agent. When I judge an artist’s 

life meaningful because of their creative accomplishment, I do not judge it meaningful 

merely because the creations have value; I judge it meaningful also because of what the 

agent has done to reach this point. I judge that the effort, the striving and the dedication to 

the craft and so on are meaningful. Indeed, the value of an artistic work – particularly its 

meaning-conferring value – appears to lie both in the process that leads to its creation, as 

well as any aesthetic value it has in itself. It is doubtful, I contend, that the creation of an 

artistic work could convey meaningfulness to the life of its creator if it were brought into 

existence simply by snapping one’s fingers. And similar comments can be made, I claim, 

with regard to transcendent accounts of meaningfulness in general. What is important in 

judging an agent’s life meaningful on the basis of a connection with a particular good or 

value is not just that such a connection exists, but also what the agent has done to cultivate 

that connection.  

                                                
75 David Velleman argues that a person’s well-being is similarly necessarily temporally extended and 
not reducible to individual instances in Velleman, “Well-Being and Time.” I discuss Velleman’s 
work and its relevance to meaningfulness in Chapter 6. 
76 Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, p. 594. 
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We can once again see that real-self accounts are ill-equipped to provide the kind of 

agential authority relevant to meaningfulness. Real-self theories may be able to tell us when 

a connection between an agent and certain actions exist, but they must remain silent on the 

issue of the history of that connection; yet this history is integral to our judgements of 

meaningfulness.  

VII. CONCLUSION 

I have argued that accounts of meaningfulness that explain the meaningfulness of an 

agent’s life in terms of connection with certain transcendent goods must be sensitive to the 

nature of the connection between the agent and the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of their life. I have argued not only that self-expression is intuitively attractive as 

the kind of freedom relevant to this connection, but also that such a conception of 

freedom allows one to try to meet the sceptical challenge that life is necessarily meaningless 

because no life is able to make a lasting difference to the world. While real-self theories of 

freedom and action might seem well placed to provide an account of self-expression, I 

argue that they fail because they are neutral with regard to the sources of the self being 

expressed and that such neutrality undermines any genuine concern with self-expression. 

We are concerned, both with regards to agency in general but also, more specifically, with 

regard to meaningfulness in lives, not only that the relevant features of our lives express 

who we are, but also with who we are and how we came to be that way. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

FREEDOM, NORMATIVITY AND SELFHOOD 

In the previous chapter I argued that real-self views are unable to account for the kind of 

connection required between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of 

his life. Real-self views explain agency in terms of a particular mesh between certain 

features of an agent’s motivational or psychological economy and their actions. Because of 

this, real-self accounts appear well placed to be able to explain the connection between an 

agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life in terms of self-

expression. Despite this appearance, however, real-self views ultimately fail to provide such 

a connection because they are disinterested in the origin of the ‘real-self’ from which an 

agent’s actions issue. Moreover, real-self views are essentially ahistorical – they are only 

concerned with the relationship between an agent and their motivational structures at a 

particular instant. While this may or may not be a problem within the context of the 

familiar debates concerning responsibility, it clearly is a problem in the context of 

meaningfulness, which is itself a temporally extended feature or property of agents’ lives.  

 In this chapter I will look at two alternative compatibilist conceptions of freedom which 

each claim to overcome some of the shortcomings of real-self accounts. Each of these 

approaches places agents’ capacities for reasoning at the centre of their respective accounts 

of freedom and each argue that such capacities are compatible with the truth of 

determinism.  

I. WOLF’S REASON VIEW 

In her book Freedom within Reason,1 Susan Wolf offers an account of freedom and 

responsibility that is compatibilist in spirit, and, she claims, overcomes a number of the 

shortcomings of real-self views.2 Wolf situates her own account of freedom, which she 

terms the ‘reason-view’, against the backdrop of two alternative approaches to freedom: 

real-self views and autonomy views. In order to enter into a discussion of Wolf’s own 

                                                
1 Wolf, Freedom within Reason. 
2 I will refer primarily to accounts of ‘freedom’ but unless specified, readers should read this as 
elliptical for ‘freedom and responsibility’ in Wolf’s terms. Wolf does not seem to sharply distinguish 
freedom from responsibility in the way that some philosophers have and she clearly takes herself to 
be interested in the kind of freedom relevant to ascriptions of responsibility (though not necessarily 
exclusively moral responsibility). See, for example, her setting up of the problem in “The Dilemma 
of the Autonomy”, pp. 3–22. 
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position, it will be useful to briefly examine Wolf’s critiques of the real-self and autonomy 

views of freedom respectively. 

Instead of framing her discussion in terms of the compatibility and incompatibility of 

determinism with freedom, Wolf presents readers with what she refers to as the ‘dilemma 

of autonomy’. We generally take ourselves and creatures (actual or potential) relevantly like 

us to be responsible beings. We think that we have certain salient features by virtue of 

which we are responsible while, say, a dog is not. Moreover, we think that our ascriptions 

of responsibility supervene on certain facts – call them conditions of responsibility – in 

virtue of which we are justified in holding individuals responsible in some cases, and not in 

others. The problem, Wolf suggests, emerges when we try to specify just what the 

conditions of responsibility consist in. When we examine our ascriptions of responsibility, 

we realise that the conditions that underpin such ascriptions are very stringent indeed. 

When we examine our intuitions regarding various cases, we may be inclined to conclude 

that among the other conditions of responsibility is the requirements that an agent’s ‘will 

must be determined by her self, and her self must not, in turn, be determined by anything 

external to itself’.3 Wolf labels this condition, the ‘requirement of autonomy’. 

The problem with the requirement of autonomy, Wolf points out, is that it appears 

impossible to meet. When we examine our actions and desires, we realise that though they 

may not be the result of such perverse histories as manipulation, implanting and 

brainwashing, they are nonetheless products of forces external to ourselves: 

My desire for a pastry is clearly the result of the smells wafting from the bakery 
as I walk past; my desire for a new sweater can be traced to a magazine 
advertisement that caught my eye… Zero-degree weather makes one turn up the 
heat; an empty refrigerator makes one go to the store. An upcoming tenure 
decision makes an assistant professor write articles for publication; a child’s 
illness makes a father leave work early to take his daughter to the doctor.4 

‘These observations’ concludes Wolf, ‘suggest a picture of ourselves as creatures whose 

desires are the result of some combination of our hereditary and environment… they come 

from something external to ourselves’.5 Moreover, Wolf points out that the situation is not 

helped by assuming that an agent’s will is not solely determined by forces external to one’s 

                                                
3 Wolf, Freedom within Reason, p. 10. 
4 Ibid., p. 11  
5 Ibid., p. 12. 
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self. The alternative option appears to be that an agent’s will is, at least in part, a result of 

random events, and this hardly makes the will anymore an agent’s own than when it was 

the result of external forces.6 The condition of autonomy, therefore, appears ultimately 

impossible: ‘The idea of an autonomous agent appears to be the idea of a prime mover 

unmoved whose self can endlessly account for itself and for the behaviour that it 

intentionally exhibits or allows. But this idea seems incoherent or, at any rate, logically 

impossible’.7 The dilemma of autonomy, therefore, lies in the fact that autonomy appears at 

once impossible and necessary for responsibility. A solution to this problem will lie in 

either showing how autonomy is not, in fact, impossible, or else in showing why autonomy 

is not, in fact, required for responsibility. 

Real-self accounts of freedom are clearly an attempt to argue that freedom and 

responsibility do not require autonomy, as Wolf has defined it. Real-self theorists, such as 

Frankfurt and Watson, contend that an agent is relevantly free when their actions issue 

from their real self, where their real self is identified with a particular aspect or structure 

within their motivational economy. Following Hume, real-self theorists contend that the 

difference between unfree and free action is surely not that the one class of actions is 

caused while the other is uncaused. Rather, the difference lies in the fact that some actions 

are the result of force, constraint, compulsion, etc., while other actions are simply caused 

by our beliefs and desires in the ‘right way’. Real-self theorists flesh out this distinction, and 

in particular what counts as the ‘right way’ for an action to be caused, in terms of certain 

features of agents’ motivational economies. An action is free, according to real-self 

theorists, when it issues from an agent’s ‘real-self’, where such a real-self is explained in 

terms of either certain structural features of the agents set of desires (Frankfurt’s 

hierarchical model) or else a certain privileged subset of those desires (Watson’s evaluative 

model). The virtue of real-self theories is that they appear to provide an explanation of the 

distinction between cases of free action and cases with more perverse causal histories (e.g. 

cases of hypnoses, compulsion etc.). In these later cases, though the behaviour in question 

issued, in some sense, from the agent, it did not issue from the agent’s real-self and 

therefore is not properly attributable to the agent.8  

                                                
6 Ibid., p. 13. 
7 Ibid., p. 14. 
8 For Wolf’s exposition of real-self views see ibid., pp. 26–35. For further discussion of real-self 
views see my Chapter 1 § IV, and Chapter 3 § V, VI and VII. 
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Wolf acknowledges the attractiveness of real-self theories but believes that they fall short 

of providing an adequate account of freedom and responsibility. First, she thinks that there 

is simply an intuitive attractiveness to the claim that autonomy is required for freedom that 

the real-self view fails to allay.9 Moreover, Wolf also acknowledges a problem with real-self 

theories similar to that noted in § VII of the last chapter; namely that ‘we sometimes have 

reason to question an agent’s responsibility for her real self. That is, we may sometimes 

think it is not the agent’s fault that she is the person that she is’.10 Wolf acknowledges that 

some philosophers may be unmoved by such concerns, and insist that to ask whether or 

not an agent is responsible for his actions is just to ask whether or not his actions are 

attributable to him qua agent; that is to ask whether or not the actions issued from his real-

self where no further question about the formation of the self is relevant. As an extreme 

form of such a view, Wolf cites Robert E. Hobart: 

He did not make his character; no, but he made his acts. Nobody blames him for 
making such a character, but only for making such acts. And to blame him for 
that is simply to say that he is a bad act-maker.11  

While Wolf feels an ‘unbridgeable gulf’ between her own approach to questions of freedom 

and responsibility and that expressed in the quotation above by Hobart, she thinks that in 

denying the need to answer any questions about the formation of the self, advocates of 

real-self theorists reveal that they are not in fact able to provide an account of responsibility 

and freedom of the kind that Wolf is interested in.12 The problem, according to Wolf, is 

that in identifying an agent’s being responsible with an agent being a fully formed act-

maker, the real-self theorist is not able to distinguish between superficial and ‘deep‘ 

responsibility. Superficial responsibility is the kind of responsibility we attribute to an 

individual simply to identify that individual as playing a particular causal role in the causal 

history of an event. Wolf notes that we similarly attribute this kind of responsibility to 

things that are not agents. Thus we might say that ‘it is the caffeine in my coffee that is 

responsible for keeping me awake’, or that ‘it was a blockage in the fuel line that was 

                                                
9 Ibid., pp. 35–36. 
10 Ibid., p. 37. 
11 Hobart, “Free Will as Involving Determination and Inconceivable without It,” p. 83. One might 
also read Frankfurt as making somewhat similar claims on those occasions when he denies the 
relevance of the sources of an agent’s real-self to the question of an agent’s freedom and 
responsibility. See, e.g. Frankfurt, “Three Concepts of Free Action,” pp. 121–22. 
12 Wolf, Freedom within Reason, pp. 39–40. 
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responsible for the car’s stalling’. Sometimes, however, when we ask questions about an 

agent’s responsibility for a certain action, we are asking more than simply whether the 

agent played a causal role in a certain event coming to be. We are instead, Wolf claims, 

asking whether the agent would be a fit subject for praise or blame for the event in 

question, where such praise and blame involves ‘judging the moral quality of the individual 

herself in some more focused, noninstrumental, and seemingly more serious way’.13 Wolf 

thinks that real-self theorists are unable to provide an account of deep responsibility 

because they provide no answer to the question of why actions issuing from an agent’s real-

self are those for which an agent is apt to be subject to a particular kind of deep evaluation. 

Wolf therefore concludes that despite their considerable insight, real-self theories ultimately 

fail to provide a solution to the dilemma of autonomy. 

The failure of real-self theories to provide a way out of the dilemma of autonomy may lead 

one to attempt to address the other horn of the dilemma by showing that the apparently 

impossible condition of autonomy is not in fact impossible. Before engaging in such a 

project, however, Wolf proposes that we need to examine just what it would be to be an 

autonomous agent. When we do this, she contends, we begin to see that being autonomous 

is not, in fact, something we would want and, moreover, that it is not something we need 

in order to give an appropriate conception of responsibility.14  

We may be inclined to try to construct an account of autonomy by building upon the 

distinction drawn by certain real-self theorists between values and desires. Recall that for 

Gary Watson, an agent’s real-self is to be identified with the agent’s evaluative self. This 

picture is attractive, Wolf contends, because we take it that what values an agent has is in 

some sense a matter of choice; at least in that, even if an agent did not in fact choose their 

values, the values are such that they would embrace them if the question arose.15 When we 

consider our experience of reflecting upon our values, we have an image of rising above 

our merely desiring selves, of somehow standing outside of our motivational economy. 

Given this picture, we may be inclined to identify autonomous selves with valuing selves, 

                                                
13 Ibid., pp. 40–41. Here Wolf is speaking specifically of moral responsibility, thus her appeal to the 
agent’s ‘moral quality’. She goes on to note that moral responsibility may not be the only form of 
deep responsibility. 
14 Ibid., p. 48. 
15 Ibid., p. 49. 
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for while we may not be able to help what desires we have, we do seem to have a choice 

when it comes to our values.  

This picture, however, falls short of autonomy, for when we imagine transcending our 

merely desiring selves, we are inclined to think that we do this in virtue of having some 

higher faculty that is capable of making judgements and decisions regarding our desires and 

which gives rise to our values. A natural candidate for this higher faculty – given it involves 

reflection and deliberation – is Reason.16 We may thus be inclined to say that the difference 

between desires and values lies in the fact that the latter, but not the former, is controllable 

by Reason. But in identifying our valuing selves with our rational selves, we do not thereby 

show that our rational selves are autonomous. Indeed, just as the agent who simply acts 

according to their strongest desire is not autonomous because they cannot help having the 

desires that they have, so too the agent who acts in accordance with Reason will fail to be 

autonomous if their Reason is itself a faculty which the agent cannot help having.17 

Autonomy, we are now in a position to realise is a more radical form of freedom than we 

may have realised. To be autonomous, one must have the ability to make truly radically free 

choices. If we understand Reason to refer to the highest faculty or set of faculties that we 

have, then the autonomous agent must be one who is able to act not only in accordance 

with Reason, but also contrary to reason, if one so chooses.18 But once we realise that this 

is what autonomy requires, we also realise, Wolf claims, that autonomy is not a capacity we 

have any reason to want. After all, what reason could we have to want to act contrary to 

Reason; what reason could we have to want to be irrational? Indeed, when Reason is used 

in the essentially normative way that Wolf proposes – such that it describes whatever 

faculty or faculties are thought to most likely lead to ‘true beliefs and good values’ – then to 

express a desire to act contrary to Reason is ‘a way of denying that there really is such a 

thing as Reason in that sense at all. It is a way of expressing a position of radical scepticism, 

or nihilism, about the objectivity of values’.19 Absent such a radically sceptical position, and 

Wolf believes that such a position is both unattractive and undermines concern with the 

traditional problem of freedom and responsibility20 – autonomy is revealed to be an 

                                                
16 When discussing Wolf’s view, I follow her practice of capitalising ‘Reason’. 
17 Wolf, Freedom within Reason, pp. 51–52. 
18 Ibid., pp. 54–55. 
19 Ibid., p. 56. 
20 Ibid., pp. 62–66. 
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unattractive capacity and not something that would enhance our freedom – at least not in 

any desirable or meaningful way.  

Wolf is now in a position to develop and present her own account of freedom – the 

Reason view. Wolf claims that the insight gained from her discussion of autonomy is the 

conclusion that what freedom and responsibility require is the ability to act in accordance 

with Reason, despite such an ability being ‘less than’ full autonomy. Moreover, Wolf argues 

that in abandoning the autonomous conception of freedom, we recognise that the problem 

of freedom and responsibility is not a purely metaphysical one. The ability to act in 

accordance with Reason – in accordance with ‘the True and the Good’ as Wolf describes it 

– is not an essentially metaphysical ability, rather it is an intellectual capacity to form true 

beliefs and good values and to guide one’s actions in light of this.21 The Reason view 

therefore offers a kind of middle way between the insufficiently demanding of real-self 

accounts and the overly demanding account of proponents of autonomous conceptions of 

freedom. The Reason view recognises that acting in accordance with one’s real-self might 

be insufficient for freedom – for instance, in cases in which one’s real-self is incapable of 

recognising the right thing to do – but that the ability to act on no basis at all – that is the 

ability to act autonomously – is not sufficient for freedom either. Importantly, the freedom 

to act in accordance with Reason is, Wolf insists, consistent with the inability to do 

otherwise. Wolf considers a case in which an agent could not fail to do a certain good 

action – saving a drowning child – because the agent could not but recognise that the 

action was the right thing to do, and once this was recognised could not fail to do it. In 

such a case, although the agent could not do otherwise, they are responsible for their action 

because it is in accordance with, and is caused by, their appreciation of the True and the 

Good – that is, it is in accordance with their Reason.22 Wolf is also keen to allow that the 

fact that one’s rational capacities are able to track the True and the Good might not itself 

be something over which one has any control or for which one is responsible. Perhaps an 

agent’s ability to track the True and the Good, and guides their actions accordingly, arises 

as a result of their upbringing, combined with the fact that that they do not suffer from any 

forms of psychopathy etc. While the facts which give rise to their Reason might not be 

things for which they are responsible, they are nonetheless responsible when they act in 

accordance with Reason. 

                                                
21 Ibid., pp. 71–73. 
22 Ibid., pp.58–60, pp. 81–82. 
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II. THE REASON VIEW APPLIED 

We are now in a position to see how Wolf’s Reason view might be applied to the issue of 

the requisite connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features 

of their life. In particular, it becomes evident that Wolf’s view is especially well placed to 

provide an account of the agential involvement required by the kind of transcendent 

accounts of meaningfulness considered in the last chapter.23 Recall that the transcendent 

accounts of meaningfulness we are considering all require that an agent recognise and 

engage with some non-subjective value. Wolf’s account of freedom places a similar demand 

on free agents: that they be able to recognise and respond to the True and the Good. Now 

it seems reasonable to suppose that the kinds of goods or values which are suitable objects 

around which to structure meaningful lives are only a subset of all those values and goods 

which are in the world, and thus which are relevant to one’s free action. As such, there is 

an attractive harmony between the normativity of Wolf’s Reason view and the claims made 

by transcendent accounts of meaningfulness.  

The conclusion of the last chapter presented an example that purported to show that real-

self theorists were unable to provide for the kind of connection required between an agent 

and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. It will be useful to examine 

how Wolf’s Reason view might be applied to the case in question to see whether it fares 

better than real-self views. Here, again, is the example: 

Sisyphus3: Sisyphus hates the gods, and he has hated them his whole life. Indeed, 
Sisyphus structures much of his life around offending the gods. Eventually, the 
gods have had enough. They condemn him to forever toil in the construction of a 
great and beautiful monument to their honour. For the rest of his life Sisyphus will 
roll rocks up a hill, whereupon he will use the rocks to build an ever-expanding 
temple. Moreover, the gods modify Sisyphus’s motivational structure such that he 
desires to build the gods a temple, and his desire is one with which he is satisfied 
and which is endorsed by his higher-order desires. Moreover, the building of a 
temple to honour the gods is now something that Sisyphus values deeply, and his 

                                                
23 I do not claim that Wolf herself envisages the reason view as capable of providing such an 
account. In Freedom within Reason, Wolf’s focus seems primarily on the freedom relevant to moral 
responsibility – conceived in terms of the practices of praise and blame. Instead, I want to ask 
whether one can successfully take Wolf’s Reason view as a model for the kind of (compatibilist) 
connection required between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. 
As I have noted earlier, Wolf does explicitly consider the issue of meaningfulness in her later work, 
but does not draw out the connections between questions of meaningfulness and of freedom and 
responsibility. For Wolf’s discussion of meaningfulness, see “The Meanings of Lives”; “Happiness 
and Meaning”; “Meaningful Lives in a Meaningless World”; Meaning in Lives and Why It Matters. 
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motivation to act flows from this. Finally, Sisyphus’s temple construction flows 
from a decision to treat his desire for temple construction as reason-giving, and this 
decision is itself something with which Sisyphus is satisfied.  

Wolf’s first response to this case would be to claim that, from the perspective of the 

Reason view, it is significantly under-described. What we need to know, but are not told, is 

information regarding Sisyphus’s ability to act in accordance with the True and the Good, 

in accordance with Reason. Consider the following further specification of Sisyphus3: 

Sisyphus4: Sisyphus hates the gods, and he has hated them his whole life. Indeed, 
Sisyphus structures much of his life around offending the gods. Eventually, the 
gods have had enough. They condemn him to forever toil in the construction of 
a great and beautiful monument to their honour. For the rest of his life Sisyphus 
will roll rocks up a hill, whereupon he will use the rocks to build an ever-
expanding temple. In order to achieve this, the gods modify Sisyphus’s 
motivational structure such that he desires to build the gods a temple, and his 
desire is one with which he is satisfied and which is endorsed by his higher-order 
desires. Moreover, the building of a temple to honour the gods is now something 
that Sisyphus values deeply, and his motivation to act flows from this. Further, 
Sisyphus’s temple construction flows from a decision to treat his desire for 
temple construction as reason-giving, and this decision is itself something with 
which Sisyphus is satisfied. Though Sisyphus treats his desire for temple construction as 
reason-giving, his manipulation by the gods is such that he is in fact incapable of appreciating 
the relevant facts and values. He is incapable of weighing his desire for temple construction 
against other desires and does not acknowledge the existence of any values beyond his temple-
constructing activity. Accordingly, his temple construction does not flow from Sisyphus’s 
appreciation of the True and the Good, nor is such an appreciation possible.   

Regarding such a case, Wolf would undoubtedly say that the temple construction is not 

rightly attributable to Sisyphus. In manipulating his motivational structure in such a way as 

to deny Sisyphus the ability to appreciate the True and the Good, and therefore to act on 

the basis of such an appreciation, the gods have undermined Sisyphus’s freedom in such a 

way that the actions which result from such manipulation are not meaning-conferring. But 

this is not the only way in which the case of Sisyphus3 can be fleshed out. 

Consider, instead, the following variation: 

Sisyphus5: The gods of the world are good and worthy of worship and honour. 
Nonetheless, Sisyphus hates them, and he has hated them his whole life. Indeed, 
Sisyphus structures much of his life around offending the gods. Eventually, the 
gods have had enough. They condemn him to forever toil in the construction of 
a great and beautiful monument to their honour. For the rest of his life Sisyphus 
will roll rocks up a hill, whereupon he will use the rocks to build an ever-
expanding temple. In order to achieve this, the gods modify Sisyphus’s motivational structure 
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and brain states such that he inevitably recognises their goodness and worth as objects of 
worship. This recognition causes the formation of a desire to build the gods a temple, and this 
desire is the one that causes Sisyphus’s behaviour. 

In such a case, Wolf would claim that Sisyphus’s real-self and his rational-self coincide. In 

such a case, despite the source of the relevant desires, Sisyphus acts in accordance with his 

appreciation of the True and the Good and thus his temple construction is, in Wolf’s view, 

attributable to him and thus, we may suppose, meaning-conferring.24  

I think we must concede that the Reason view does reveal a distinction that real-self 

theories ignore. It does make a difference to how we conceive of the case of Sisyphus3 

whether we take Sisyphus’s post-manipulation temple construction to be a result of his 

rational capacities or not. And Wolf is correct to claim that in the case in which Sisyphus’s 

temple construction does result from his Reason, the case of Sisyphus5, he is connected to 

his activity in a way that he is not when his Reason is not so involved.  

Despite its improvement over real-self theorists, however, there are good reasons to deny 

that Wolf’s Reason view can provide an account of agency sufficient for meaningfulness in 

lives. In the first place, Wolf’s Reason view, like the real-self accounts considered in 

Chapter 3, is essentially ahistorical and is therefore ill-equipped to provide an account of 

the connection between an agent and the actions required for meaningfulness, as 

meaningfulness is necessarily a temporally extended feature of an agent’s life. And this 

again highlights one of the key differences between the issues that dominate the traditional 

dialectic – responsibility and freedom with respect to individual instances of action – and 

the issue of meaningfulness. When we ask questions about moral responsibility, we are 

generally asking about an agent’s responsibility for a particular act, or outcome, or 

omission; and these are all, in some important sense, non-temporally extended events.25 

When we ask questions about meaningfulness in lives, on the other hand, we are asking not 

about any particular moment of that life, considered on its own, but rather about that life – 

or a particular, temporally extended stretch of that life – taken as a structured whole. We 

                                                
24 In conversation, Wolf has confirmed that this is her response to such a case. 
25 Note, however, that philosophers since Aristotle have also worried about an agent’s responsibility 
for their character and that, unlike acts, or outcomes, or omissions, such responsibility may be 
necessarily temporally extended. It is interesting to note that Fischer and Ravizza, who include a 
historical element in their account of responsibility, take themselves to be providing an account of 
responsibility for acts, outcomes, omissions and character. See Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and 
Control.  
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are asking, on the transcendent account of meaningfulness being considered, questions not 

only about the relationship between the agent whose life it is and certain external goods, 

but also about the relationship between different aspects of that life.  

But Wolf’s reason view also falls short of providing for what is required in the case of 

meaningfulness in another, more fundamental way. The ahistoricity of Wolf’s view not only 

means that it is ill-equipped to deal with a temporally extended phenomena such as 

meaningfulness, but moreover that is focused only on the connection between a certain 

part of the agent – their Reason – and their actions. What Wolf’s view lacks is a focus on 

how an agent might be relevantly active with respect to those features of themself that give 

rise to the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. In the case of Sisyphus5, 

although we appear to have the requisite connection between an agent and the potentially 

meaning-conferring features of their life, the agent is completely passive with respect to 

those features of the self that give rise to this connection. In such a case, the value of the 

self-expression of the agent through their potentially meaning-conferring activities is 

undercut.  

At this point, Wolf might respond that I appear to be demanding autonomy and, as I 

explained above, Wolf argues that the capacity for autonomy amounts to a capacity to act 

contrary to Reason and this is not a capacity anyone could have a reason to want. But this 

is not what I am demanding. What I am seeking is that an agent be, in at least some sense, 

a self-creator as well as a self-expressor. And, as I explain in § IV below, this does not 

require the capacity to act contrary to reasons. If I am correct that the connection between 

an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life is best understood in 

terms of self-expression, then we have reason to desire that an agent can be active with 

respect to themself, or at least those parts of themself that give rise to their potentially 

meaning-conferring activities or behaviours. Wolf’s view does not have the theoretical 

resources to allow for this. 

While Wolf’s reason view may make progress beyond real-self views with respect to moral 

responsibility, its essential ahistoricality makes it ill-suited for application to the issue of 

meaningfulness. Perhaps this should not be surprising. After all, Wolf’s Reason view is 

explicitly put forward as a theory of moral responsibility, not as part of an account of 

meaningfulness. I will return to a further concern regarding the ability of a view such as 

Wolf’s in § IV below, but for now perhaps we ought to look for an account that 

acknowledges the shortcomings of real-self theories in failing to pay attention to the central 
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place of normative capacities in an account of agency, while at the same time avoiding the 

problems that arise for ahistorical accounts of freedom. 

III. FISCHER AND RAVIZZA: REASON-RESPONSIVENESS AND HISTORY 

One of the most compelling compatibilist accounts with respect to moral responsibility is 

that put forward by John Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza in their book Responsibility and 

Control.26 In their book, Fischer and Ravizza develop an account of moral responsibility 

that, like Wolf’s Reason view, gives a central role to an agent’s normative capacities. Unlike 

Wolf, however, Fischer and Ravizza think responsible action requires more than merely 

that an agent’s relevant normative capacities be properly functioning. As well as this, they 

propose that the action, and the agent, must have the right kind of history. While this is a 

step in the right direction, and offers an improvement upon Wolf’s view with respect to the 

meaningfulness of an agent’s life, I contend that Fischer and Ravizza’s compatibilism 

nonetheless falls short of providing all that is required for an account of the agential 

involvement required for meaningfulness. 

Fischer and Ravizza begin by distinguishing two kinds of control that an agent might 

exercise over their behaviour.27 They introduce the distinction with the following example: 

Let us suppose that Sally is driving her car. It is functioning well and Sally wishes 
to make a right turn. As a result of her intention to turn right, she signals, turns 
the steering wheel, and carefully guides the car to the right. Further, we here 
assume that Sally was able to form the intention not to turn the car to the right 
but to turn the car to the left instead… Also, we assume that had she formed 
such an intention, she would have turned the steering wheel to the left and the 
car would have gone to the left. In this ordinary case, Sally guides the car to the 
right, but she could have guided it to the left. She controls the car, and also she 
has a certain sort of control over the car’s movements. Insofar as Sally actually 
guides the car in a certain way, we say that she has ‘guidance control’. Further, 
insofar as Sally also has the power to guide the car in a different way, we shall say 
that she has ‘regulative control’.28 

According to Fischer and Ravizza, guidance control involves an agent freely performing 

some action, and is a feature of the actual causal history of the action. Regulative control, 

on the other hand, requires that the agent freely performed some action, and also that they 

                                                
26 Ibid. 
27 This distinction between regulative and guidance control was briefly introduced in my discussion 
of self-expression above. See Ch. 3, § IV. 
28 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, p. 30  
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could have freely performed some other action. As Fischer and Ravizza put it, ‘regulative 

control involves the dual power to exercise guidance control: the power to exercise 

guidance control of A, and the power to exercise guidance control of something else’.29 

By appeal to various Frankfurt-type examples, Fisher and Ravizza argue that it is guidance 

control, rather than regulative control, that is relevant to moral responsibility.30 In 

Frankfurt-type examples, in which an agent is claimed to be morally responsible despite the 

absence of alternative possibilities – that is, an agent exhibits guidance control, despite 

lacking regulative control. Drawing on our intuitions regarding when an agent is, and is not, 

morally responsible, Fischer and Ravizza claim that an agent ‘exhibits guidance control of 

an action insofar as the mechanism that actually issues in the action is the agent’s own, 

reason-responsive mechanism’.31 The first part of their positive account, therefore, is to 

provide an account of the reason-responsiveness required for moral responsibility. 

Fischer and Ravizza begin by distinguishing strong and weak reason-responsiveness. A 

mechanism exhibits strong reason-responsiveness just in case the mechanism would 

recognise a sufficient reason to do otherwise and would thus choose to do, and do, 

otherwise.32 An agent whose actions result from a strongly reason-responsive mechanism 

will recognise, choose, and act in accordance with the reasons that there are and, moreover, 

would recognise and choose an act in accordance with the reasons that there would be, 

were they different.33 While being strongly reason-responsive may appear desirable, Fischer 

and Ravizza note that it does not appear necessary for moral responsibility. Imagine that I 

decide to go to a party and that in the actual-sequence there is sufficient reason for me to 

go to the party. Suppose, however, that if there had been sufficient reason not to go to the 

party – say, I had an early meeting the following morning – I would have been weak-willed 

and would have gone to the party any way. In such a case, it appears that I go to the party 

                                                
29 Ibid., p. 31. 
30 Ibid., Ch. 2. 
31 Ibid., p. 39. 
32 Ibid., p. 41. 
33 Here we can already see a difference between Wolf’s reason view and Fischer and Ravizza’s 
reason-responsiveness approach. For Wolf, all that is important is that in the actual sequence the 
agent acted out of a recognition of the reasons that there are. For Fischer and Ravizza, on the other 
hand, while an agent need not be able to act otherwise than they in fact do, the reason-
responsiveness of a mechanism is defined in terms of how that mechanism would operate under 
counter-factual situations.  
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freely and responsibly, despite the fact that the mechanism that issues in my action is not 

strongly reason-responsive.34 Thus strong reason-responsiveness, while potentially 

sufficient for moral responsibility, is not necessary for it. 

Weak reason-responsiveness, on the other hand, simply requires there be some possible 

scenario in which the mechanism would recognise, choose and act in accordance with a 

sufficient reason to do otherwise. Consider again my decision to go to the party. Suppose 

that while I would be weak-willed if the sufficient reason not to go to the party was an early 

morning meeting, there would be some alternative situation in which I would recognise, 

choose and act in accordance with a sufficient reason to do otherwise – say, if my going to 

the party was going to cost me one thousand dollars. In such a situation, the mechanism 

that issued in my action would exhibit weak reason-responsiveness. Unlike strong reason-

responsiveness, weak-reason-responsiveness does appear necessary for guidance control, 

and thus moral responsibility. If there is no situation in which the actual mechanism that 

issued in my action would recognise and respond to a sufficient reason to do otherwise, 

then surely I cannot exhibit control over my behaviour. At first glance, weak-reason 

responsiveness may also appear sufficient for moral responsibility; indeed, Fischer and 

Ravizza adopt just this claim as a working hypothesis for part of their book.35 

Upon closer examination of a range of examples, however, Fischer and Ravizza conclude 

that weak reason-responsiveness is not, in fact, sufficient for moral responsibility and that a 

more nuanced account of reason-responsiveness is required. In particular, weak reason-

responsiveness is consistent with a range of bizarre patterns of reason-responsiveness. 

Consider again the case in which I am weakly reason-responsive with respect to my 

decision to go to the party, such that I would recognise the party’s costing one thousand 

dollars as sufficient reason not to go and would act accordingly. Suppose, however, that the 

only situation in which I would recognise a sufficient reason not to go to the party is just in 

case it will cost exactly one thousand dollars. Suppose, that is, that I would go to the party 

if it were to cost me two thousand dollars, or five thousand dollars or any amount other 

than exactly one thousand dollars. In such a case, Fischer and Ravizza contend, my 

                                                
34 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, p. 42. My example of going to the party is obviously 
derived from Fischer and Ravizza’s example of Jennifer and the basketball game. 
35 Ibid., pp. 45–62. 
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behaviour, though issuing from a weakly reason-responsive mechanism, would not be 

responsible or free for my pattern of reason-responsiveness is not intelligible.36  

In order to find a middle ground between strong and weak reason-responsiveness, Fischer 

and Ravizza distinguish two aspects of reason responsiveness: receptivity and reactivity. An 

agent’s receptivity to reasons is just the agent’s capacity to recognise the reasons that exist. 

Reactivity to reasons, on the other hand, involves an agent’s capacity to translate reasons 

into choices and subsequent actions.37 Fischer and Ravizza contend that there is an 

important asymmetry between the strength of reactivity and the strength of receptivity 

required for moral responsibility. On the basis of consideration of examples such as that 

given above – in which the only sufficient reason I would recognise for not going to the 

party would be that it would cost me exactly one thousand dollars – Fischer and Ravizza 

contend that something stronger than weak receptivity to reasons is required for moral 

responsibility. To this end, they propose that a necessary condition of moral responsibility 

is that an agent be regularly receptive to reasons, by which they mean that the agent must 

exhibit an orderly and intelligible pattern of reasons recognition, which is grounded in 

reality.38 Given the focus of their account on the conditions for moral responsibility, Fischer 

and Ravizza offer one final refinement of their account of reason receptivity: that an agent 

be regularly receptive to reasons, including moral reasons.39 

While weak receptivity to reasons is insufficient for moral responsibility, Fischer and 

Ravizza argue that weak reactivity is strong enough. Consider again the case in which I will 

choose to go to the party in all cases except when it will cost me exactly one thousand 

dollars. Fischer and Ravizza think that it would be unreasonable for me to claim in such a 

case that although I am regularly receptive to the different sufficient reasons not to go to 

the party, I am only weakly reactive such that I will refrain from going to the party just in 

case it will cost me exactly one thousand dollars. The reason they think such a claim is 

unreasonable is because they contend that ‘reactivity is all of a piece’. Specifically, they 

claim that ‘a mechanism’s reacting differently to a sufficient reason to do otherwise in some 

other possible world shows that the same kind of mechanism can react differently to the 

                                                
36 Ibid., p. 65. 
37 Ibid., p. 69. 
38 Ibid., p. 69.  
39 Ibid., pp. 76–77. 
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actual reason to do otherwise’.40 The result of this discussion of receptivity and reactivity to 

reasons is Fischer and Ravizza’s postulation of a condition of responsiveness to reasons 

that they believe strikes the right balance between weak and strong reason-responsiveness: 

they call this moderate reason-responsiveness. An agent is moderately reason-responsive if 

the mechanism that issues in action is (a) regularly receptive to reasons, including some 

moral reasons; and (b) at least weakly reactive to reasons.41 

Moderate reason-responsiveness is the first half of Fischer and Ravizza’s proposed 

condition of guidance control, the kind of control they claim is required for moral 

responsibility. Thus far, we can see important similarities between the accounts of moral 

responsibility proposed by Wolf and by Fischer and Ravizza. Both Wolf’s Reason view, 

and Fischer and Ravizza’s reason-responsiveness view, highlight an agent’s normative 

competencies as central to their moral responsibility. On both accounts, in order to be 

morally responsible an agent must possess certain capacities for recognition and response 

to reasons. It is in the second half of the condition of guidance control – that the 

mechanism that issues in action be ‘the agent’s own’ – that Fischer and Ravizza most 

clearly move beyond the account given by Wolf and in which they potentially address some 

of the concerns raised against Wolf’s Reason view.42 

Fischer and Ravizza introduce the ‘historical’ element into their account of moral 

responsibility precisely to overcome the kind of problems noted with mesh theories in the 

previous chapter.43 Recall that for the account of freedom and responsibility put forward 

by mesh theorists, such as Frankfurt and, in some of their moods Watson and Bratman, an 

agent is responsible when the right kind of mesh exists between their motivational economy 

and their action. An implication of these kinds of views is that whether or not an agent is 

responsible for their action is a feature of the agent at the time of action; it is a time-slice 
                                                
40 Ibid., p. 73.  
41 Ibid., pp. 74ff. 
42 Of course there are other important differences between Wolf’s Reason view and Fischer and 
Ravizza’s reason-responsiveness. Most obviously, Fischer and Ravizza explicitly adopt a 
mechanism-based approach to moral responsibility: on their account what is important is how the 
mechanism that operates in the actual sequence would behave under certain counterfactual 
conditions. Wolf, on the other hand, denies that she is putting forward a mechanism-based 
approach, claiming that it is an agent’s ability to act in accordance with the True and the Good, 
which is relevant to moral responsibility. For Fischer and Ravizza’s discussion of how their view 
differs from, and is an improvement upon, Wolf’s Reason view, see ibid., pp. 55–61. 
43 See Chapter 3, § VII. 
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property. And it is this feature of mesh theories that rendered them vulnerable to 

manipulation counter-examples, in which the putatively sufficient conditions for 

responsibility are induced in the agent in some responsibility-undermining way. In the first 

half of this chapter we saw that while her view moves beyond some of the shortcomings of 

the mesh theories we have considered, there are good reasons to think that Wolf’s Reason 

view is similarly vulnerable to manipulation counter-examples precisely because the Reason 

view, like the real-self views, is a non-historical view: Wolf is unconcerned with the history 

of an agent’s rational capacities; she is only concerned that an agent possess them and ‘be 

able’ to exercise them. 

Fischer and Ravizza seek to explicitly address this issue with the inclusion in their account 

of the condition that the moderately reason-responsive mechanism on which an agent acts 

must be ‘the agent’s own’. Given one of the most significant criticisms levelled at the ability 

of compatibilist accounts of freedom and responsibility to provide for the kind of agential 

involvement required for meaningfulness has been their vulnerability to manipulation-type 

cases and, more generally, their ahistorical character, it will be useful to examine Fischer 

and Ravizza’s claim that they are able to provide a compatibilist, historical account of 

responsibility. 

Before presenting their compatibilist historical condition, Fischer and Ravizza provide a 

fairly long discussion of the difference between historical and ahistorical properties, as well 

as some considerations in favour of the view that moral responsibility is an historical 

property.44 We shall briefly examine this discussion. Fischer and Ravizza provide a 

definition of the time-slice or ‘snapshot’ properties of an object at a time as ‘the temporally 

nonrelational physical properties of the object at that time, together with the properties 

that supervene on these properties’.45 A few examples may help to make the distinction 

between historical and ahistorical properties clearer. Consider an object’s ‘phenomenal’ or 

aesthetic properties, such as ‘symmetric’, ‘colourful’, ‘shiny’ etc. Here, properties of an 

object are ahistorical properties; an object’s having these properties is simply a function of 

its features at an instant and does not rely on the object, or the features, having a particular 

history. In contrast, an artwork being genuine – Fischer and Ravizza use the example of a 

painting’s being a genuine Picasso – is not solely dependent on its snapshot properties. 

Two items could be alike in all their current snapshot properties and yet only one will be 

                                                
44 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, Chapter 7. They use the term ‘nonhistorical’. 
45 Ibid., p. 171. They admit that this definition is somewhat rough. 
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the genuine Picasso, while the other will be a fake. Being a genuine Picasso is, therefore, a 

historical property: it is a property an object has in virtue of its history and does not 

consists in or supervene upon the object’s snapshot properties.46 

Fischer and Ravizza then turn to a discussion of a range of putatively historical properties 

in order to distinguish those that are genuinely historical. Examples of putatively historical 

phenomena that they consider include: linguistic reference, medical diagnosis, justification 

of belief and knowledge, rationality and distributive justice.47 The important distinction that 

emerges out of this discussion is between genuinely historical phenomena and phenomena 

in which the importance of history is solely epistemic. Consider the case of medical 

diagnosis. A physician can come to form a diagnosis of a patient’s illness on the basis of 

the patient’s medical history. Similarly, in the case of psychoanalysis, certain facts about the 

patient’s past may be used to illuminate what present psychic conditions are causing the 

reported symptoms.48 Importantly, however, in these cases, the facts about the past are not 

relevant in themselves to the diagnosis or analysis. Rather, they are epistemically useful. As 

Fischer and Ravizza explain in the case of medical diagnosis, ‘the physician’s understanding 

of the fact that the patient took a drug is helpful precisely because this past fact points the 

physician to the appropriate present condition of the patient’s body’.49 Similarly, they claim, in 

the case of psychoanalysis, the claim is not that facts about the past affect features of the 

patient in the present without affecting their snapshot properties; rather, the claim is that 

facts about the past ‘leave a trace’ in the present, such that knowledge of them can help 

understand the patient’s present condition.50 In the case of genuinely historical phenomena, 

on the other hand, such as being a genuine Picasso, an object’s history determines, at least 

in part, whether the object has certain features or properties over and above its present 

snapshot properties.  

                                                
46 Ibid., pp. 171–73. 
47 That these various phenomena are even putatively historical depends on particular philosophical 
views regarding their natures, a point stressed by Fischer and Ravizza. Their interest in these 
accounts is not whether or not they are good accounts of the phenomena they are explaining, but 
rather whether or not, on the account in question, the phenomena is genuinely historical. The views 
that they consider are: linguistic reference – Kripke; justification of belief and knowledge – 
Goldman; rationality – Bratman; distributive justice – Nozick. 
48 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, p. 175. 
49 Ibid., p. 188. 
50 Ibid., pp. 188–90. 
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The question, therefore, is whether or not responsibility is a genuinely historical property. 

Fischer and Ravizza contend that two kinds of cases provide reasons to believe that 

responsibility is genuinely historical. The first kind of cases is so called ‘tracing’ cases. 

Consider, for example, a drunk driver who loses control of a vehicle, killing a child. Even 

though, at the relevant time, the driver may have lacked control of his actions, we are 

inclined to hold him responsible for the fact that he got drunk in the first place. If we 

discovered, however, that the driver had been intoxicated against his will – say, had the 

alcohol injected into his system – we would change our ascription of responsibility. In such 

a case, say Fischer and Ravizza, it is clear that the snapshot properties of the agent at the 

time of the action do not solely determine responsibility; the history of these properties is 

also relevant.51 The other kind of cases which tell in favour of responsibility being a 

historical property are the kind of manipulation cases discussed in the previous chapter.52 

In these cases, the structural features in virtue of which an agent is putatively responsible 

for his actions are induced in some responsibility undermining way – say direct 

manipulation of his brain. In such cases it appears clear that the agent’s responsibility 

cannot be determined solely by an examination of their snapshot properties at any given 

moment, rather, we must examine how those properties came about; that is, we must 

examine their history. 

Having motivated their claim that responsibility is a genuinely historical property, Fischer 

and Ravizza now turn to the task of accommodating this fact within theory. On their 

account, the historical nature of responsibility is included within the notion of guidance 

control, for guidance control requires that an action flows from one’s own moderately 

reasons-responsive mechanism. And a mechanism being the agent’s own is an historical, 

rather than snapshot, property. More specifically, Fischer and Ravizza contend that a 

mechanism becomes one’s own via a process by which one ‘takes responsibility’ for the 

mechanisms that lead to one’s actions.53 Taking responsibility for the springs of one’s 

actions – i.e. the mechanisms that issue in action – involves three ingredients: (i) an 

individual must see himself as an agent, including a recognition that his choices and actions 

are efficacious in the world; (ii) the individual must view himself as a fair target of the 

                                                
51 Ibid., pp. 194–95. 
52 And which features in the example of Tom in Chapter 3 § IV. 
53 Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, pp. 207ff. 
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reactive attitudes; and (iii) the individual’s view of himself with respect to (i) and (ii) must 

be based, in the appropriate way, on the evidence.54 

Part of what Fischer and Ravizza are trying to capture with their three ingredients of taking 

responsibility, and indeed with the notion of taking responsibility itself, is the idea that 

moral responsibility results, at least in part, from the process of ‘normal’ moral education 

and development through which most individuals in modern, western democracies go. And 

it is the mechanisms that result from this process – the mechanisms of practical reasoning 

– that an agent takes responsibility for, thereby ensuring the historical condition of 

guidance control is met.  

We are now in a position to see how Fischer and Ravizza’s historical requirement of taking 

responsibility for the springs of one’s action, serves to overcome the kind of problems that 

faced ahistorical accounts of moral responsibility. In particular, we are able to see how 

Fischer and Ravizza’s theory is not susceptible to the kind of manipulation examples that 

have been brought to bear against the previous compatibilist theories that we have 

considered. In cases of direct manipulation – in which one’s motivational states, for 

example, are manipulated so as to ensure the appropriate structure of desires is in place – 

there is an important sense in which the mechanisms which result from this, and which 

correspondingly cause action, are not the mechanisms that the agent has taken 

responsibility for. Mechanisms that are imposed covertly upon an agent via some external 

force, even if the mechanisms are themselves moderately reasons-responsive, are not 

mechanisms for which the agent has taken responsibility, precisely because they are not 

mechanisms that the agent knows about. In the normal course of events, agents take 

responsibility for the mechanisms of practical reason and the like, but not for mechanisms 

that result from manipulation.55  

IV. HISTORY, SUBJECTIVITY AND PLURAL-RATIONALITY 

While Fischer and Ravizza explicitly mean their account to be an account of moral 

responsibility, I am interested in considering whether such an approach to issues of agency 

more broadly, might be seen to offer the compatibilist a way forward with respect to the 

issue of meaningfulness in lives. My contention is that while their focus of the history of 

certain mechanisms is an important advancement of previously considered compatibilist 

                                                
54 Ibid., pp. 210–14. 
55 Ibid., pp. 230–36. 
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theories, they nonetheless fail to provide for all that is important in the kind of agency 

required for meaningfulness. 

I want to look in the first instance at the idea of reasons-responsiveness and, more broadly, 

the idea of normative competence that lie at the heart of Fischer and Ravizza’s, and Wolf’s, 

view. Leaving aside, for a moment, questions of the history of the mechanism, what role 

does a capacity to recognise and respond to reasons play in the kind of agency required for 

meaningfulness, and is the kind of normative competence provided by the compatibilist 

accounts of Wolf, and Fischer and Ravizza, sufficient? In the discussion of Wolf’s Reason 

view above, I noted the intuitive attractiveness of a view that places considerable 

importance on the recognition of reasons in account of agency, given the content of the 

transcendent accounts of meaningfulness being considered. According to transcendent 

accounts of meaningfulness, an agent’s life is meaningful in virtue of some connection with 

certain ‘transcendent’ goods. Wolf’s Reason view, and Fischer and Ravizza’s reason-

responsiveness view, both provide the agent with a mechanism or capacity for ensuring 

that they connect with the values that there actually are.  

The problem that emerges for this kind of approach, however, is made clear when one 

considers just what reasons and values are relevant in the case of meaningfulness. In 

particular, it becomes clear that the reasons and values do not always, in themselves, 

determine which way an agent ought to go. It is of course a complex and controversial 

issue just what ‘reasons’ or ‘values’ are, especially within the context of issues to do with 

meaningfulness in lives. One thing which appears likely, however, and which seems to be 

acknowledged by all the advocates of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness, is that 

there is a plurality of goods, connection with which will give rise to meaningfulness. The 

variety amongst lives considered paradigmatically meaningful serves to illustrate this point. 

In the list we placed Gandhi, Beethoven and Einstein. These three lives, although all 

meaningful, are surely meaningful in virtue of connection with different goods. In the first 

case the good in question is perhaps the alleviation of human suffering; in the second it is 

aesthetic value; and in the third it is, perhaps, the good of the advancement of scientific 

knowledge or some such. Further, we acknowledged that although these lives might be 

paradigmatically meaningful, one does not need to be Beethoven or Gandhi in order to 

lead a meaningful life. An individual who is dedicated to the community, or who fills their 

life with fulfilling relationships, or any number of combinations of various goods, can 

reasonably be seen to lead a meaningful life.  
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Now consider an agent deliberating about their future life. Let us assume, that they wish to 

lead a meaningful life. In engaging in such deliberation, it will undoubtedly be useful to 

have the capacities of mechanisms for distinguishing between those things that are 

genuinely valuable and those that are not, and these sound like just the kind of mechanisms 

or capacities that figure centrally in the theories of Wolf and of Fischer and Ravizza. Such 

capacities will ensure, for example, that the agent does not pursue the kind of pointless 

existence of the farmer who buys more land to grow more corn to feed more pigs, in order 

to buy more land to grow more corn to feed more pigs. Such capacities will not, however, 

tell an agent which, of the myriad of meaningful lives they may choose to lead, they should 

choose. Indeed, the reality may be that antecedently there is no fact about which life an 

agent should choose. Crucially, however, it is integrally important that the agent does 

choose, and that such a choice not be random.  

Analogous situations possibly exist with respect to issues of moral responsibility. If one 

believes in the possibility of genuine moral dilemmas, for example, then one admits the 

possibility of a situation in which what to do is not wholly determined by the reasons that 

there are. Yet we do not conclude from such a situation that either one cannot choose or 

that one’s choice must be random. Similarly, if one denies that moral demands always 

trump non-moral demands, then one admits the possibility of situations in which the 

reasons for two, incompatible courses of action are of equal weight – say, a situation in 

which the moral demands on one side, and the prudential demands on the other, are of 

equal weight. In such a situation, however, we are not inclined to deny the possibility of the 

agent choosing one way or another, nor do we insist that such a choice is necessarily 

random. 

There is an interesting connection between the possibility that reasons might fail to 

determine which course of an action an agent ought pursue, and libertarian approaches to 

the issue of free will and moral responsibility. A common criticism of libertarian accounts 

of responsibility is that they render agents’ choices a matter of luck or arbitrariness. On a 

libertarian view, for an agent to be ultimately responsible for an action A, it must be the 

case that that the agent could have done some action not-A, given the exact same past. But 

then, whether or not the agent does A or not-A seems to be inexplicable, a mere matter of 

luck or randomness. The problem is particularly salient with respect to explaining an 
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agent’s actions in terms of reasons. Robert Kane identifies what he calls the problem of 

plural rationality.56 Kane presents the following as an example of plural rationality: 

PR: Jane is deliberating about where to spend her vacation. She can either go to 
Hawaii or to Colorado. The decision is important to her and she has been 
deliberating for days. She has considered the consequences of each option, 
imagined contrasting scenarios, and considered her desires, interests and 
purposes. In the end, she gradually comes to believe that Hawaii is the best 
option, all things considered, and chooses it. If this choice is undetermined, 
however, then Jane could have chosen otherwise – she could have chosen, say, 
to go to Colorado – given exactly the same past circumstances, including exactly 

the same prior deliberation up to the moment of choice.57 

As Kane rightly points out, the thought that Jane could have chosen otherwise holding 

fixed everything in her past, including the same ‘prior thoughts and reasonings, the same 

imagined scenarios and considered consequences, the same prior beliefs, desires and other 

motives that led to her choice of Hawaii’, does seem problematic, for it appears to present 

her choice of Hawaii as a mere fluke or accident.58   

The libertarian commitment to the possibility of dual rationality can be seen as part of a 

response to the critique presented by Wolf regarding the autonomous conception of 

freedom. Wolf’s critique, recall, was that the autonomous conception of freedom and 

responsibility apparently requires the ability to act contrary to Reason, and, she argued, this 

is not an ability we could have any reason to want. Following Kane, we can see that part of 

a libertarian/incompatibilist response to this challenge lies in claiming that in (some) cases 

of incompatibilist freedom, we would be acting in accordance with Reason whichever way 

we choose. Thus the incompatibilist is not demanding that we must be able act contrary to 

Reason, but rather that we are able to settle the question of how to act, when Reason itself 

does not. 

This commitment to plural rationality is often seen as one of the challenges facing 

libertarian accounts of freedom and responsibility. And it is in response to this challenge 

that libertarian philosophers have generally made appeal to such dubious entities as 

noumenal selves, or to undetermined acts of will, or to some special class of agent 

                                                
56 Robert Kane, The Significance of Free Will  (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
pp. 107 ff. 
57 Ibid., p. 107  
58 Ibid., p. 107. 
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causation. Now it is not my intention to examine in any detail libertarian responses to the 

challenge of plural rationality; rather, I want to point out that, at least with respect to the 

issue of meaningfulness in lives, it is not a uniquely incompatibilist problem. Indeed, I want 

to argue that part of the failure of compatibilist accounts of freedom to provide for the 

kind of agential involvement required for meaningfulness in lives, lies in their failure to 

account for plural rationality. And while plural rationality may or may not be something the 

compatibilist needs to account for with respect to moral responsibility, it clearly is 

something in need of explanation with respect to meaningfulness in lives.  

Plural rationality is especially a problem with respect to meaningfulness in lives because, at 

least on the transcendent accounts of meaningfulness being considered, there are 

numerous ways in which we can make our lives meaningful. In the first place, many 

theorists are inclined to postulate a plurality of value with respect to meaningfulness. The 

catch cry of proponents of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness was that our lives are 

made meaningful by connection with some non-subjective good, and proponents of this 

approach to meaningfulness appear to intentionally avoid any further specification of the 

goods with which we ought to connect. Given this situation, the possibility that multiple 

courses of action will all be equally rational with respect to meaningfulness is a very real 

one. Even taking into account differences in an individual’s circumstances, natural talents, 

and inclinations, it is nonetheless likely that there are numerous goods, or values or projects 

with which an individual could engage in order to give their life meaningfulness. 

Nor is the spectre of plural rationality removed merely by specifying one good or value 

with which an individual ought connect in order to provide their life with meaning. 

Consider, for example, an individual for whom meaningfulness will only be attained by 

connection and engagement with the aesthetic value. Let us further suppose that this 

individual is in a position to recognise this fact. They have access to all the relevant 

information, and their capacities for recognising and responding to reasons are all 

functioning. Imagine that this individual is now deliberating about how to live a meaningful 

life. They recognise the value of truth and the role that connection with this value will play 

in a meaningful life. Nonetheless, I suggest how such an individual is to live their life might 

still remain underdetermined. Not only are there clearly many ways in which one might go 

about connecting with the aesthetic value, but also it may well be that, antecedently, there is 

no fact of the matter about which course of action, or way of life, best achieves this aim. In 

such a case, reason would fail to determine which course of action one ought pursue, for 
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there may be multiple courses of action that, from the current perspective, are all equally 

rational with regards to meaningfulness.  

The possibility of plural rationality with respect to meaningfulness not only fits in with the 

nature and kinds of values or goods that appear relevant to meaningfulness, but also 

provides us with a way to further specify the kind of agential involvement that may be 

required for an agent to have the right kind of connection with the potentially meaning-

conferring features of their life, and which was so conspicuously lacking in real-self 

accounts of freedom. Recall that one of the main criticisms that was made of real-self 

accounts of freedom, and of ahistorical accounts more broadly, was that they failed to pay 

sufficient attention to the creation of the self that was being expressed. A mesh between 

one’s real self and particular actions or activities is only relevant, it was argued, if one pays 

sufficient attention to the sources and nature of the one’s real self. The possibility of plural 

rationality opens the door for the agent to play a crucial role in the creation of the self, 

which is subsequently expressed. Prior to the agent’s choice to go one way, rather than 

another, in a case of plural rationality, there may be no fact of the matter about which 

values or good an agent ought to try to connect with, no fact of the matter as to which way 

an agent ought to go in order to make their life meaningful. In making a choice to go one 

way rather than the other, however, the agent might thereby imbue a particular form of life, 

a particular transcendent good or value, with a significance that it did not previously 

possess. And of course the agent does this, not by altering in any way the goods or values 

beyond themself, but rather by altering themself.59 

                                                
59 Nomy Arpaly, who advocates an account of responsibility – or more correctly or moral 
praiseworthiness and blameworthiness – that is similar to Wolf and to Fischer and Ravizza in a 
number of important respects, explicitly considers cases of plural rationality and whether 
compatiblists in general, and reason-responsive views in particular, can provide us with all that we 
desire. In a chapter titled “When Cheap Will Just Won’t Do”, Arpaly considers self-authorship and 
argues that in some cases individuals might understandably wish to change their own motivations 
and desires; to be different to how they currently are. On Arpaly’s view, however, this is a kind of 
freedom that we would not possess in a deterministic world (in fact, Arpaly hints that she think 
such a freedom may be incoherent). As Arpaly puts it earlier in her book, ‘those who see freedom 
in the “right” kind of causation – who argue, for example, that it you are acting out of your own 
deepest values, then you are essentially free – are mistaken, in that what they offer are only free will 
substitutes, agreeable to some people under some circumstances but not to others’ (p. 8). For 
Arpaly’s discussion of self-authorship and the limits of what compatibilism can provide see Arpaly, 
Merit, Meaning, and Human Bondage, pp. 117ff.  
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Kane proposes that just such a mechanism operates when an agent resolves a conflict 

between prudence and morality in one way, rather than another. It will be useful to briefly 

consider his example, before further discussing how this self-formation might figure with 

respect to meaningfulness.60 Kane asks us to consider a woman on the way to an important 

meeting who witnesses an assault. If she stops to call for help, she will miss the meeting 

and this will severely affect her career. Consider further that the prudential reasons for 

continuing match, in their strength and significance, the moral reasons for stopping. 

Importantly, in saying that the reasons for either option do not determine which way the 

agent should go, Kane is not merely – or even necessarily – claiming that the external facts 

mean that it is not determined which way the woman should act. Rather, the conflict 

between the moral and prudential courses of action lies in the combination of the situation 

that the woman finds herself in, and in the woman’s own values, character, prior motives 

and so on.61 Given the situation, and given the woman’s own character, values and prior 

motives, she is torn between stopping and calling for help, or proceeding to her important 

meeting. Kane suggests that such situations present agents with a unique opportunity for a 

kind of self-formation. By resolving such a conflict in one way rather than another, one 

thereby reinforces one set of motives or desires, or one aspect of one’s character, over 

another. In the case of the businesswoman, for example, by resolving the conflict in favour 

of the moral course of action – i.e. by choosing to stop and call for help – she reinforces 

those aspects of her prior motives, values and character that inclined her towards the moral 

course of action.62  

Of course, all of this is little more than a sketch, and while Kane goes on to provide a more 

detailed incompatibilist account of how the resolution of moral and prudential conflicts 

can lead to a certain kind of self-formation, I do not wish to commit myself to all the 

details of his account.63 Rather, I want to highlight the fact that the possibility of plural 

rationality, and the kind of self-formation that it allows for has a certain naturalness when 

applied to meaningfulness, particularly meaningfulness as connection/engagement with 

transcendent values.  

                                                
60 Ibid., pp. 126ff. 
61 Ibid., p. 127  
62 Ibid. 
63 For Kane’s account, see ibid., Chs. 8 & 9. 
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One thing that proponents of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness have in common is 

the view that in order for an agent’s life to be meaningful, they must connect with some 

non-subjective good or value. I think there is something fundamentally correct and 

appealing about this aspect of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness. As my discussion 

of the treatment of meaningfulness by hard determinists revealed, I think that any purely 

subjective account of meaningfulness will fail to capture important aspects of the nature of 

our concern with meaningfulness in lives.64 This rejection of a purely subjective account, 

however, ought not lead one to overlook the important sense in which some kind of agent-

relativity is also central to meaningfulness in lives. It is in part this agent-relativity that 

separates the question of meaningfulness in lives, from the question of the meaning of life. 

We are not asking ‘What is it that gives life, as a whole, in the abstract, any meaning?’ but 

rather ‘What would give a particular agent’s life meaning?’ or, indeed, more correctly, ‘What 

must a particular agent do in order to give their life meaningfulness?’ Part of the attraction 

of applying normative accounts of agency to the issue of meaningfulness lies in the fact 

that unlike real-self theories, normative accounts seem to claim that an agent is free if and 

only if they are able to recognise and act in accordance with the reasons that there are. And 

this seems to mesh well with the demand of transcendent accounts of meaningfulness that 

an agent must connect with suitable goods or values if their life is to be meaningful. We are 

now in a position, however, to see that despite their apparent suitability to the issue of 

meaningfulness, normative compatibilist accounts of agency cannot provide all that we 

require; for they cannot ensure that an agent will play a sufficiently fundamental role in the 

aetiology of those features of their life – and of themselves – that are potentially meaning-

conferring. The problem of plural rationality has allowed us to see this shortcoming in 

normative accounts of agency, and the pervasiveness of the potential for plural rationality 

in the realm of meaningfulness reveals why it is a problem that cannot be overlooked.65 

                                                
64 See Ch. 2, § IV. 
65 It might be asked why one’s reasons and one’s self be, in part, constructed as one goes along? 
That is, if there is no fact of the matter prior to action which way an agent ought to go, with respect 
to considerations of meaning, then whatever she ends up doing is fine, and helps launch a path and 
create a self that will become reason-giving. This is not an avenue explored by Fischer and Ravizza 
in their work. In the next chapter, however, I examine two accounts of agency that do seek to make 
such a claim about reasons and self-creation; the accounts of David Velleman and of Michael 
Bratman. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

The previous chapter highlighted the ahistorical nature of real-self accounts of agency and 

how this made them particularly ill-suited to provide for the connection required between 

an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. The current chapter 

examined normative accounts of agency – those of Wolf and of Fischer and Ravizza – that 

explicitly seek to address some of the deficiencies in real-self views. While I acknowledged 

the advantage of these normative accounts of real-self views, I argued that they nonetheless 

failed to provide all that is required. Wolf’s Reason-view, in the first instance, has in 

common with real-self views that it is an essentially ahistorical account of freedom and 

agency. While this may or may not be problematic within the context of the traditional 

dialectic, it is most certainly problematic in the context of the issue of meaningfulness. I 

argued in the previous chapter that an agent must be relevantly active with regard to the 

potentially meaning-conferring features of their life, where ‘relevantly active’ is to be 

understood broadly in terms of self-expression. But the value of self-expressions depends 

on the value of the self expressed and thus we must be concerned with the nature and 

source of the self being expressed. As the example of Sisyphus5 revealed, there are good 

reasons to think that Wolf’s view is unable to meet this demand. Fischer and Ravizza’s 

view seemed to offer an important advancement of Wolf’s with their inclusion of a 

historical requirement. Consideration of the possibility – and indeed the pervasiveness in 

the context of meaningfulness – of plural rationality revealed the shortcomings in their 

view. While Fischer and Ravizza’s historical requirement might rule out the kind of overt 

manipulation that has featured in a number of the examples of Sisyphus considered so far, 

their account of agency lacks the theoretical resources to ensure that an agent will be 

sufficiently active with regard to those aspects of themself that issue in their potentially 

meaning-conferring behaviours and activities. 
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CHAPTER 6:  

MEANINGFULNESS, NARRATIVITY AND VALUE 

The last two chapters have examined two dominant approaches to compatibilism: real-self 

theories and normative competence theories, and have asked whether these theories can 

provide an account of agency sufficient to provide for meaningfulness in lives. Two 

considerations have figured prominently in my arguments that these compatibilist 

approaches are not sufficient: (i) that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life is a temporally 

extended feature of that life; and (ii) that the realm of value with respect to meaningfulness 

is significantly pluralistic. While we have not tied ourselves to a particular account of 

meaningfulness, our focus so far has been on those accounts that see meaningfulness in life 

as arising from or consisting in an agent’s connection with certain non-subjective goods or 

values. In this chapter our focus will shift to a different, although not conflicting, approach 

to the issue of meaningfulness and, correspondingly, to a different sort of compatibilist 

approach to the questions of agency and freedom. Again, as in previous chapters, our 

guiding question will be whether compatibilist accounts of freedom and agency can provide 

all that is required for meaningfulness. 

I. NARRATIVITY AND LIFE’S VALUE 

In the discussion of meaningfulness so far, two salient features have been highlighted: 

(i) that we are inclined to view the meaningfulness of an agent’s life as, at least partly, a 

non-subjective feature of that life; and (ii) that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life, like the 

life itself, is necessarily temporally extended. While both of these features have been called 

upon in the critique of compatibilist accounts of freedom and agency, the approaches to 

meaningfulness considered thus far have exhibited primary concern with the former – non-

subjective value – rather than the latter – temporal extension. A different approach to 

meaningfulness in lives emerges if one focuses on the necessarily temporally extended 

nature of human lives; and, moreover, on the unique value that arises from the way in 

which agents impose a particular structure on the events of their life.  

As has been highlighted previously, it is a prominent feature of the lives of human agents 

that they are temporally extended. This is not merely to say that human lives extend over 

time – this would hardly be noteworthy – rather, it is to highlight that (i) temporal 

extension is partly constitutive of what it is to be a human agent; and (ii) unlike other 
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creatures, human agents recognise their temporal extension, and further make temporal 

extension part of their self-conception. One apparent consequence of the essentially 

temporally extended nature of human lives is that a human life as a whole can come to 

have properties that, although they supervene on the properties of the instants of that life, 

are not reducible to the properties of those instants. An entire human life is, some 

philosophers have argued, greater than the sum of its parts.1 

An argument for such a conclusion is given by David Velleman in his paper “Well-Being 

and Time”.2 In this paper, Velleman is interested in the relationship between the ‘welfare 

value’ or value of a person’s life in its entirety, and the well-being of a person at individual 

moments throughout their life. He asks, ‘Is a good day just a day during which one is 

frequently well off? Is a good week just a week in which the good days outweigh the bad? 

Is a good life just a string of good years?’.3 Velleman’s primary contention is that ‘the 

welfare value of a life is not in general determined by, and cannot be inferred from, the 

amount of momentary well-being that the life contains’.4 Human lives, Velleman claims, 

have global properties which are determined by the order and structure of events within 

that life, and not merely what goes on at each instant considered separately. 

To motivate his contention, Velleman asks us to consider two different lives one might 

lead. In Life A, one’s life starts out poorly, with a deprived childhood, a troubled youth and 

a difficult period in early adulthood. Middle age, however, brings success and happiness, 

followed by a peaceful retirement. In Life B, on the other hand, one’s life displays the 

opposite trajectory: a wonderful childhood and youth are followed by a satisfying and 

successful young adulthood. Middle age, however, brings disaster and sadness, leading to 

misery in old age. Now suppose, asks Velleman, that each life contains identical amounts of 

momentary well-being; assume, that is, that one’s middle-age and retirement in Life A, 
                                                
1 Fischer, “Free Will, Death, and Immortality: The Role of Narrative”; Velleman, “Well-Being and 
Time.” In stressing the importance of our ‘planfulness’ and our ‘conception of our agency as 
temporally extended’ Bratman seems to express a similar sentiment, although he nowhere, as far as 
I know, explicitly states that a whole life is greater than the sum of its parts. See Michael E. 
Bratman, Intentions, Plans, and Practical Reason (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987); 
“Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason”; “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally 
Extended Agency.” 
2 Velleman, “Well-Being and Time.” Reprinted in David E. Velleman, The Possibility of Practical 
Reason  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). References are to the original. 
3 Velleman, “Well-Being and Time,” p. 48. 
4 Ibid., p. 49. 
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bring as many moments of happiness and well-being as one’s childhood and youth in Life 

B. Even if each life contains equal amounts of momentary well-being, Velleman denies that 

this would thereby show that they are equally good lives. Life A, claims Velleman, appears 

preferable to most people, and this is because it is a story of improvement, rather than 

decline; Life A thereby offers a better life-story.5  

Velleman goes on to further develop this notion that the value of a particular life is related 

to its narrative structure. In particular, Velleman highlights the way in which the 

significance of some event to the welfare of one’s life can only be fully appreciated in 

retrospect, by seeing that event within its narrative context. And the very same event could 

have a different significance, and make a different contribution to one’s life as a whole, if 

one’s life turned out differently. Consider another two lives. In the first, ten years of 

marriage are troubled and end in divorce, after which you immediately happily remarry. In 

the other, the ten troubled years of marriage lead, eventually, to happiness as the 

relationship grows. Again, Velleman claims that we are inclined to think that even if these 

two lives contain identical amounts of momentary well-being, the latter life is, in some 

sense, better than the former; and again he thinks that this is best explained in terms of the 

differing narrative structures of the two lives. Importantly, the value or disvalue of the ten 

troubled years of marriage differs depending on how those ten years are situated within the 

broader life of which they are a part. In the first case, ‘you regard your first ten years of 

marriage as a dead loss, whereas in the latter you regard them as the foundation of your 

happiness’.6 In this way we can see that the contribution of any one moment to the overall 

value of one’s life is underdetermined. The value that any one moment will contribute to 

one’s life depends, at least in part, on the place of that moment within the broader 

narrative structure of your life. 

Velleman makes clear that his concern in the paper is with the value of one’s life, broadly 

construed, and not specifically with meaningfulness in lives. Nonetheless, Velleman’s 

approach to life’s value is suggestive with respect to an alternative approach to the issue of 

meaningfulness. Throughout earlier chapters, I have stressed the importance of the 

temporally extended nature of agent’s lives as the bearers of meaningfulness. And although 
                                                
5 Ibid., p. 50. Velleman notes that even if one denies the particular value judgement viz. Life A is 
better than Life B, one would still acknowledge that it is a plausible value judgement. Yet such a 
value judgement would be ruled out a priori if the well-being of a life were reducible to momentary 
well-being (see p. 50).  
6 Ibid. 
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the accounts of meaningfulness that have been so far been considered implicitly 

acknowledge this feature of the lives of human agents, none have placed temporal 

extendedness at the heart of their account of meaningfulness. Moreover, the temporal 

extendedness of agents’ lives has figured prominently in my critique of the ability of 

traditional forms of compatibilism to provide an adequate account of the kind of agential 

involvement required for meaningfulness. I propose, therefore, to examine the proposition, 

inspired, if not advocated by Velleman, that the meaningfulness of a life is a function of the 

narrative structure of that life. 

II. WRITING STORIES AND CREATING MEANING 

Taking Velleman’s argument regarding the value of life as inspiration for an account of 

meaningfulness is not an idea original to me. Indeed, it has been put forward by a 

philosopher whose work we’ve already considered in some detail: John Martin Fischer. In 

his paper, “Free Will, Death, and Immortality: The Role of Narrative”,7 Fischer not only 

develops the idea that narrative structure is a primary constituent of meaningfulness in 

lives, but also he explicitly links his discussion of narrativity and meaningfulness to the 

issue of free will. It will be useful to examine the account put forward by Fischer, before 

going on to consider how compatibilist accounts of agency fare with respect to providing 

the kind of agential involvement required for meaningfulness so conceived. 

Beginning with Velleman’s suggestion that ‘we care not just about the total amount of 

momentary well-being in our lives’ but also the narrative structure of those lives, Fischer is 

keen to further explore what the distinctive realm of narrative value consists in.8 The 

examples put forward by Velleman of the person whose life has an upward, rather than 

downward, trajectory, and of the marriage that survives, as opposed to the one that does 

not, seem to suggest that a salient feature of desirable life-narratives is that they involve 

reward for effort, as opposed to either futile struggle on the one hand, or undeserved 

reward, on the other.9 More generally, however, Fischer suggests that we take such 

examples to illustrate that what human lives possess that gives them value over and above 

                                                
7 John Martin Fischer, “Free Will, Death, and Immortality: The Role of Narrative,” Philosophical 
Papers 34, no. 3 (2005). 
8 Fischer, “Free Will, Death, and Immortality: The Role of Narrative,” pp. 381–82. 
9 Ibid., pp. 83–384. 
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the momentary well-being of individual instants within them is a certain temporally 

extended pattern of events such that an ‘exchange of meaning’ can obtain between them.10  

Drawing on Velleman’s work, Fischer highlights the way in which later events in human 

lives are apparently able to impact upon the meaning, or value, or significance, of earlier 

events in those lives. In the case of the two married lives considered by Velleman, the life 

in which the ten years of troubled marriage forms the basis of the subsequent happiness, 

contains a relationship between events within it that is absent in the life in which the first 

marriage ends in divorce.11 As Velleman explains, ‘conferring instrumental value on a 

misfortune alters its meaning, its significance to the story of one’s life. The misfortune still 

detracted from one’s well-being at the time, but it no longer mars one’s life story as it 

formerly did’.12 

Fischer goes further than Velleman in examining what it is about human lives that gives 

rise to the particular dimension of narrative value; what it is about human agents that 

enables us to have lives in which an ‘exchange of meaning’ occurs. In his discussion, 

Velleman contends that what grounds the uniquely human dimension of narrative value is, 

at least in part, the fact that humans have a capacity to adopt a temporally extended 

perspective with regard to themselves. It is this capacity, on Velleman’s view, that enables 

the relationships between events in a person’s life to give rise to narrative value.13 Fischer 

agrees with Velleman that this capacity is necessary for narrative value, but denies that it is 

sufficient. What is also required, argues Fischer, is that one act freely:   

Consider a human being who is being thoroughly controlled by remote-control 
direct stimulation of the brain, so that his choices and actions are intuitively not 
his own free choices and actions. This individual may well have the normal 
capacity to take a more expansive temporal perspective, but the fact that he 
never acts freely inclines me to say that his overall level of well-being is to be 
determined by simply adding his momentary welfare values. For an individual 
who does not act freely, there is no separate dimension of value – the narrative 
dimension – irreducible to the intertemporal aggregation of momentary 

welfare.14 

                                                
10 Ibid., p. 384. 
11 Ibid., pp. 384 ff. 
12 Velleman, “Well-Being and Time,” p. 54. 
13 Ibid., p. 71. 
14 Fischer, “Free Will, Death, and Immortality: The Role of Narrative,” p. 389. 
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Recall that Velleman highlighted that one salient feature of a life’s narrative structure is that 

the meaning or significance of earlier events can, in some sense, be retrospectively altered 

by later events. Fischer contends that ‘[o]nly a creature who can act freely can affect the 

“meanings” of past events in virtue of affecting the narrative relationship among events in 

his life’.15 Fischer’s claim is that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life is constituted by the 

narrative value and structure of that life. Accordingly, freedom is required for 

meaningfulness because only free creatures are able to give their lives narrative structure, 

and thus narrative value. 

Earlier, in Chapter 3, I examined Fischer’s distinction between two ways of conceiving of 

the value of free will: (i) in terms of making a difference to the world; and (ii) in terms of 

self-expression. In my discussion of the relevance of agency to transcendent accounts of 

meaningfulness I argued that we were best to see self-expression as the primary issue with 

respect to meaningfulness. In his discussion of freedom and meaningfulness, Fischer too 

highlights the relevance of self-expression to meaningfulness. When one acts freely, Fischer 

says, ‘one is expressing oneself in the sense of writing a sentence in the narrative of one’s 

life. If the story of one’s past, and one’s behaviour, resonates appropriately, then one is 

acting freely and is morally responsible’.16 Here, then, Fischer directly connects issues of 

freedom and responsibility on the one hand, with meaningfulness, on the other. A life is 

meaningful inasmuch as events within it are structured so as to have narrative value, and 

where such structuring is, at least in part, a result of free action. And the value of acting 

freely is the value of adding a line to one’s life story; where such an addition not only adds 

new twists and turns, but also potentially changes the meaning and significance of earlier 

events in the story. 

It will come as no surprise that I am broadly agree with Fischer in terms of connecting the 

concepts of meaningfulness, freedom and agency. Fischer is correct to claim that without 

the appropriate involvement of the agent, the fact that an agent’s life has some particular 

structure, rather than some other possible structure, would be of little significance. What is 

important, if we are to conceive of meaningfulness in terms of narrativity, is not only that 

one’s life has a particular narrative structure, but also that one creates, at least to some 

extent, the narrative of one’s life. Once again, however, we must ask whether this kind of 

                                                
15 Ibid., p. 390. 
16 Ibid., p. 397. 
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agential activity can be adequately characterised by compatibilist accounts of freedom and 

agency. 

III. AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL AGENCY 

In the last chapter we examined Fischer and Ravizza’s account of freedom in terms of 

moderate reason-responsiveness in the context of meaningfulness as transcendence. While 

overcoming some of the problems of other compatibilist accounts – in particular being 

significantly more promising than real-self accounts – Fischer and Ravizza’s theory failed to 

provide everything required for the agency relevant to meaningfulness as transcendence. 

The problem that emerged was that Fischer and Ravizza’s account of agency seemed 

unable to provide an adequate explanation of how an agent could act freely in a case of 

plural rationality, yet cases of plural rationality seem to abound in the context of the issue 

of meaningfulness. There seems to me to be no reason to suppose that Fischer and 

Ravizza’s account of freedom and agency will fare any better with respect to 

meaningfulness conceived in terms of narrativity. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, two considerations have figured 

prominently in the arguments for the claim that these compatibilist approaches are not 

sufficient: (i) that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life is a temporally extended feature of 

that life; and (ii) that the realm of value with respect to meaningfulness is significantly 

pluralistic. I propose, therefore, to examine compatibilist accounts of agency that explicitly 

address or consider either (i) agency as essentially temporally extended; or (ii) the possibility 

of plural rationality and its resolution; or (iii) both. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given his focus on the irreducibly temporally extended nature of 

human life, David Velleman’s extensive work in philosophy of agency reveals an awareness 

of agency as temporally extended. Moreover, it will emerge that Velleman may be thought 

to have the resources to deal with, and explain, the possibility of free action in a case of 

plural rationality.  

Like many of the scholars whose work has been examined in previous chapters, Velleman 

is concerned to identify what is distinctive about full-blooded human action. As Velleman 

explains, there appears to be a tension between our conception of how the rest of the 

world works – i.e. in terms of event causation – and our conception of our own agency:   

We don’t seem to be adrift in the flow of events: we seem to intervene in it, by 
producing some events and preventing other. Yet our intervention invariably 
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consists in thoughts and bodily movements, which either happen by chance or 
are caused to happen by other thoughts and movements, which are themselves 
events taking place in our minds and bodies. Our intervening in the flow of 
events is just another part of that flow. So how can it count, after all, as an 

intervention – or, for that matter, as ours?17 

Thus, while Velleman rarely explicitly discusses the issue of determinism per se, he does take 

himself to be engaged in the project of providing a broadly compatibilist account of human 

agency.18 

After diagnosing the shortcomings in both the ‘standard theory’ of action – i.e. a 

Davidsonian desire-belief account of action – and Frankfurt’s hierarchical approach, 

Velleman goes on to propose an account which he puts forward as in the spirit of both 

Davidson and Frankfurt, but which he claims avoids the pitfalls of their respective 

theories.19 According to Velleman’s proposed approach, action is defined as ‘behaviour 

whose first-order motives are perceived as reasons and are consequently reinforced by 

higher-order motives of rationality’.20 Such an approach, claims Velleman, acknowledges 

the insights of both the standard model, according to which reason plays a special role in 

human agency, and the hierarchical approach, which seeks to identify that aspect of an 

agent’s psychology which can be said to speak for the agent qua agent. The problem, 

however, is in how to flesh out the notions of ‘reasons’ and ‘higher-order motives of 

rationality’, and it is through this aspect of his theory that Velleman develops his unique 

account of agency. 

Leaning on an analogy with the logic of belief, Velleman argues that in order for the 

concept of reasons for action to be non-circular, there must be some independent norm of 

correctness for action that would be determined by the constitutive aim of action. We 

cannot simply define the norm of correctness for action in terms of action supported by 

the strongest reasons, for this would lead to a vicious circle: ‘What counts as a reason for 

acting depends on what justifies action which depends on what counts as correctness for 

action; which cannot depend, in turn, on what counts as a reason. Action must have an 

independent norm of correctness… before it can provide the sort of normative context 

                                                
17 Velleman, “Introduction,” p. 5. 
18 Velleman does explicitly discuss determinism in his “Epistemic Freedom.” 
19 Velleman discusses the shortcoming of the standard and hierarchical models of agency 
throughout his work. For a brief summary of his criticisms, see “Introduction.”  
20 Ibid., p. 14. 
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within which reasons can exist’.21 So what is the constitutive aim of action? Velleman’s 

highly original suggestion is that the constitutive aim of action is knowing what one is 

doing. And according to Velleman, it is the absence of the operation of this aim that 

distinguishes cases of mere activity from cases of full-blooded action. Consider, for 

example, the following slip of the tongue as described by Freud: 

You probably still recall the way in which the President of the Lower House of 
the Austrian Parliament opened the sitting a short while ago: “Gentlemen: I take 
notice that a full quorum of members is present and herewith declare the sitting 
closed!” His attention was only drawn by the general merriment and he corrected 
his mistake.22 

Velleman takes such cases of non-intentional activity to be clear examples of agential 

activity that somehow fall short of an exercise of full agency; while the agent clearly did 

something – he was not entirely passive – yet his behaviour was somehow less than fully 

his own. And Velleman finds the last sentence in the quoted text particularly instructive: 

‘What this sentence tells us is that the speaker didn’t know what he had said until the 

laughter of his audience brought it to his attention.’23 But, as Velleman points out, this is 

not how we usually come to have knowledge of our own actions. In the usual case we 

don’t act until we know what we are going to do. For Velleman, choice turns out to be a 

kind of self-prediction. Say one is confronted with a situation in which one can do either A 

or B, and suppose that one has antecedent motives for doing A and antecedent motives for 

doing B. Suppose further that when one reflects on one’s motives, one forms an 

expectation that one will do A. This expectation, claims Velleman, provides an additional 

inclination to do A, since if one were to do A, one would know what one was doing, 

precisely because one had formed the expectation that one was to do A.24 The aim of 

knowing what one is doing thus serves to reinforce the motives for some courses of action, 

while impeding others. We have therefore arrived at Velleman’s highly original claim about 

reasons: reasons for doing something are considerations in light of which, in doing that 

thing, an agent would know – and understand – what he was doing.25 And when one acts 

                                                
21 Ibid., pp. 15-16. This argument is further developed in “The Possibility of Practical Reason.” 
22 Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. James 
Strachey et al., vol. VI (London: Hogarth Press, 1960), p. 3, cited in Velleman, “Introduction.” 
23 “Introduction,” p. 21. 
24 Ibid., p. 22. 
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on the basis of reasons, that is when one acts according to the functioning of the sub-

agential aim of knowing what one is doing, then one engages in full-blooded action. 

Velleman’s philosophy of action is interesting for a number of reasons. His contention that 

practical reason is a species of theoretical reason is unorthodox and challenging. However 

there are two aspects of Velleman’s views that are particularly relevant to the issue of 

meaningfulness: (i) Velleman’s theory has the resources to place temporal-extendedness 

and narrativity at the centre of what it is to be an agent; and (ii) Velleman’s theory appears 

to have resources to deal with the potential for plural rationality.  

The title of this section is “Autobiographical Agency”, yet it may be unclear, from the 

exposition given thus far, how Velleman’s theory is autobiographical. Let me explain. On 

Velleman’s view, one’s action is fully one’s own – i.e. one engages in full-blooded action – 

when one’s motives for action are reinforced by one’s sub-agential aim of knowing what 

one is doing. The functioning of this sub-agential aim serves to rule some potential course 

of action in, and some potential courses of action out. At any point in time, there are only 

certain things that an agent might reasonably expect to do. For example, I am currently 

sitting at my desk typing this chapter. At this point, there is a range of things that I might 

reasonably expect myself to do. I might reasonably expect myself to stop typing and go and 

make a cup of tea. Or I might reasonably expect to continue typing until this section is 

complete. Or I might reasonably expect to give up in frustration and go and read the 

newspaper. But there are also any number of things that it would simply not make sense 

for me to do, and I therefore could not reasonably expect myself to do them. I could not 

reasonably expect myself to stand up and sing the national anthem at the top of my voice; 

or to leave my computer, get in my car and drive to Sydney. When I come to consider what 

I will now do, my sub-agential aim of knowing what I am doing serves to reinforce those 

motives for courses of action that are intelligible to me, and fails to provide any additional 

support for motives that we lead me to behave in unintelligible ways. Note that this is not 

to deny that I may have motives to behave in unintelligible ways. I may, for some strange 

reason, have a desire to stop typing, get in my car, and drive to Sydney. My sub-agential 

                                                                                                                                          
25 It might be thought that knowing what one is doing and understanding what one is doing are 
distinct. However Velleman explicitly links the two, saying ‘the difference is more apparent than 
real. The ostensibly descriptive terms in which we aim to know what we’re doing are in fact 
descriptions… and so they are in fact explanatory as well… To know what we are doing is thus to 
grasp our bodily movements under concepts that set them in an explanatory context of motives 
and circumstances’. Ibid., p. 27. 
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aim of knowing what I am doing, however, serves to preclude me from doing something 

that would fail to make sense, such as my driving to Sydney, and instead reinforces my 

motives to do something that would make sense, say continuing to type until this section in 

complete. 

Velleman’s conception of agency is explicitly intellectualist and in one sense it is a 

particularly thin conception of agency. What speaks for me qua agent, what counts as my 

throwing my agential weight behind my actions, just is the functioning of sub-agential 

mechanisms that track the aim of knowing what I am doing. And this is the same for every 

agent. Each person’s agency consists in the operation of desires or mechanisms that ensure 

that one acts in ways that make sense to oneself.  

The functioning of such desires or mechanisms, however, varies from individual to 

individual. This is because what makes sense for any particular person to do, that is, what 

any particular individual could reasonably expect herself to do at any particular time, is 

dependent on particular contingent facts about that individual. One way to cash out this 

idea is in terms of narrative. As Velleman himself explains: ‘reasons for acting are the 

elements of a possible storyline along which to make up what we are going to do’.26 Each 

person’s life, however, constitutes a different storyline. The courses of action that are ruled 

in or out by the functioning of my sub-agential mechanism of seeking to know what I am 

doing will not be the same as the courses of action that are ruled in or out by the 

functioning of your sub-agential mechanism because we have each lived different lives. 

There are therefore things that it would make sense for me to do, that it would not make 

sense for you to do. 

On Velleman’s view, the functioning of the aim of knowing what one is doing serves to 

endow agents with the capacity to be the authors of their own narratives.27 Recall that on 

Velleman’s account of agency, choice turns out to be a kind of self-prediction. When an 

agent is considering various options for future behaviour, the agent’s intention that she will 

perform a particular behaviour – which Velleman argues consists in their self-fulfilling 

expectation that they will perform that behaviour – reinforce the motives for that 

behaviour because such behaviour will now make sense to the agent, and will thereby be 

consistent with the sub-agential aim of knowing what one is doing. On Velleman’s view, 

                                                
26 Ibid., p. 28. 
27 Velleman, “The Self as Narrator.” 
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this gives rise to a particular kind of freedom, epistemic freedom.28 Our futures, says Velleman, 

are epistemically open because what one will do next depends on what one expects to do 

next. As Velleman explains:  

Even if there is something that we’re going to do next, we would be correct in 
expecting ourselves to do something else, insofar as our alternative expectation 
would amount to an effective intention to perform the alternative action. The 
most common reason why we’re predetermined to do something is that we’re 
predetermined to intend it, by means of a self-fulfilling expectation. Hence the 
fact that we’re predetermined to do it does not entail that we would be wrong to 
expect otherwise, since if we did expect otherwise, we would thereby intend 
otherwise and consequently do otherwise.29 

It is this capacity, this epistemic freedom, that allows us to be the authors of our own 

narrative. Say I’m considering which of two careers to pursue. I have come to a juncture in 

my life where I could choose either Career A or Career B. Suppose further that either 

career path is open to me given my present skills and experience. In such a situation, on 

Velleman’s view, I really can choose either Career A or Career B simply by forming an 

intention – that is a self-fulfilling expectation – to pursue one, rather than the other. Say I 

choose Career A; that is, I form the intention to pursue Career A. By doing so, I break the 

former motivational deadlock. Career A, in light on my intention, now makes more sense 

for me to pursue, since I expect that I will pursue it. But of course I could have formed the 

intention to pursue Career B, in which case I would have had greater reason to pursue 

Career B. My sub-agential aim of knowing what I am going to do serves to reinforce 

whatever course of action that I form the intention to pursue. In this way, the epistemic 

freedom that Velleman’s account of agency provides just is the freedom to write the next 

line in the narrative of our lives. Of course one cannot simply write anything, some lines 

will not make sense. My life story would not make sense if the next line were to be, ‘Trevor 

went on to pursue a career as an Olympic gymnast’. This line would not be intelligible in 

light of the story that preceded it – say, features of the story describing my lack of physical 

prowess and coordination. And, moreover, Velleman admits that given the truth of 

determinism, there is a fact of the matter about which choice I will make, Career A or 

Career B. But this does not limit my epistemic freedom, since the only reason I will choose, 

                                                
28 Velleman, “Epistemic Freedom.” See also J. D. Velleman, Practical Reflection (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1989), Ch. 5. 
29 Practical Reflection, p. 147. 
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say, Career A, is that I will form the expectation that I choose Career A. Had I formed an 

alternative expectation, I would have made an alternative choice.  

The account of meaningfulness, inspired by Velleman and developed by Fischer, proposed 

that a life is meaningful inasmuch as events within it are structured so as to have narrative 

value, and where such structuring is, at least in part, a result of free action. Velleman’s 

account of agency appears well placed to provide an account of the kind of agency required 

for meaningfulness so conceived because, on Velleman’s account, one fully exercises one’s 

agency when one acts in accordance with the sub-agential aim of knowing what one is 

doing. And the substantive content of this sub-agential aim – that is, what it would be 

intelligible for one to do in particular circumstances – will depend in part on the 

relationship between one’s potential action and earlier events in one’s life. On Velleman’s 

account, one’s sub-agential aim of knowing what one is doing will dispose one towards 

those actions that are most intelligible, both in light of one’s current situation, but also 

more generally in light of one’s life and one’s character. In a very real sense for Velleman, 

therefore, agency consists, at least in part, in the capacity to write the next line in the story 

of one’s life, to act in a way that makes sense given one’s life story up to that point.  

There is another aspect of Velleman’s account of agency that makes it attractive within the 

context of the issue of meaningfulness. In the previous chapter, I noted the particular 

importance of instances of plural rationality. In particular, I argued that the reasons for 

action might not dictate the course of action an agent might take, for there might be 

several, incommensurate, yet equally rational courses of action available. While occasions 

of plural rationality may or may not occur in other contexts – say in the context of morality 

– I argued there was good reason to suppose that such occasions would arise given the 

plurality of goods and values relevant to meaningfulness, and that any account of agency 

that is going to provide the right kind of connection between an agent and the 

meaningfulness of their life ought be able to account for such occasions of plural 

rationality. Velleman’s account of agency in terms of an underlying, sub-agential aim of 

knowing oneself, offers an original and interesting potential solution to this challenge. On 

Velleman’s view, in considering what one should do next, there are often multiple paths 

that one could choose. Indeed, as discussed above, Velleman’s account allows for the fact 

that prior to forming an intention regarding what one is to do next, there may be no fact of 

the matter about what it would be most rational for one to do. When one does form an 

intention to do a particular action – i.e. to go down a particular path – one bolsters one’s 
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reasons for that action, thereby making it more rational for one do that action, rather than 

any other that may have previously been available. In the context of the issue of 

meaningfulness, therefore, Velleman’s view allows that one can resolve a conflict between 

apparently equally rational options by simply forming an intention to pursue one option 

rather than another. By forming such an intention, one’s motives for that option are 

reinforced by one’s sub-agential aim of knowing what one is doing, since one now has the 

expectation that one will, in fact, pursue that particular option.  

While Velleman’s account of agency can, and has, been criticised on a number of points, it 

nonetheless appears well placed to fulfil the task at hand.30 By placing intelligibility at the 

centre of his account of agency, it appears that Velleman’s has the conceptual resources to 

explain how the narrative structure of an agent’s life, which we may reasonably believe 

determines the meaningfulness of that life, is relevantly up to the agent. Moreover, we have 

seen that there are features of Velleman’s view that appear to overcome two of the 

problems identified with accounts of agency considered in previous chapters: (i) he 

provides an account of agency as temporally extended; and (ii) he provides an account of 

agency apparently able to explain choice in a situation of plural rationality. I will argue that 

despite its strengths, Velleman’s view falls short of providing all that is required for an 

account of agency in the context of issues of meaningfulness in lives. In particular, drawing 

on a further modification of the example of Sisyphus, I argue that Velleman’s account does 

not ensure that an agent is relevantly active with respect to the potentially meaning-

conferring features of their life. Before I do, however, I want to explore Michael Bratman’s 

account of agency, which, though very different from Velleman’s, nonetheless shares a 

number of the strengths of his view. 

IV. PLANS, POLICIES AND AGENCY 

Like Velleman, Bratman sees his account of agency as building upon the strengths, and 

addressing the weaknesses, of both the Davidsonian model of agency and of Frankfurt’s 

                                                
30 For a number of critiques of Velleman’s views and Velleman’s responses, see Jonathan Dancy, 
“On Knowing What One Is Doing,” Philosophical Studies 121, no. 3 (2004); Nadeem J. Z. Hussain, 
“The Guide of Reason,” ibid; Alfred Mele, “Velleman on Action and Agency,” ibid; David E. 
Velleman, “Replies to Discussion on “The Possibility of Practical Reason”,” ibid. 
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hierarchical approach.31 Moreover, Bratman is even more explicit than Velleman about the 

necessary temporal extendedness of human agency.  

Bratman’s account of agency is based on what he identifies as three core features of human 

agency: (i) our reflectiveness; (ii) our planfulness; and (iii) our conception our agency as 

temporally extended.32 Drawing on Frankfurt’s hierarchical account of agency, 

reflectiveness is essentially the capacity of agents to form higher-order attitudes or desires 

regarding the role that one’s first-order desires play in one’s deliberations and actions;33 

what Frankfurt would call the capacity to form higher-order volitions.34 However, as Gary 

Watson famously highlighted, and as we discussed in our consideration of Frankfurt’s 

views in Chapter 3, merely highlighting that a desire is of a higher-order does not yet say 

whether that desire speaks for the agent – that is, whether that desire has agential 

authority.35 While capacity to form attitudes or desires with respect to our first-order 

desires is part of an account of agency, Bratman concludes that it is clearly not the whole 

picture. What is required is an account of what Bratman terms an agent’s ‘endorsement’ – 

that is, an account of when, and how, certain attitudes or desires, and the actions that they 

give rise to, may be said to speak for the agent. 

Bratman’s approach to providing an account of endorsement, and hence ultimately of 

agency, is to seek to build upon or bolster the hierarchical model with further conceptual 

resources. Bratman’s first step is to note that humans appear to display what he terms 

‘planning agency’.36 Humans, Bratman observes, do not merely act from instant to instant, 

they also develop complex, and often hierarchically structured, plans of action that ‘play 

basic roles in the organisation and coordination of our activities over time’.37 Moreover, as 

well as plans concerning specific courses of action over time, we also sometimes adopt 

                                                
31 Bratman’s account of agency is developed over the course of a number of works. See, for 
example, Bratman, Intentions, Plans, and Practical Reason; “Identification, Decision, and Treating as a 
Reason”; Faces of Intention  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); “Reflection, Planning, 
and Temporally Extended Agency"; “Two Problems About Human Agency.” 
32 “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” pp. 35–36. 
33 Ibid., pp. 36–38. 
34 Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” p. 16. 
35 Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” p. 37; Watson, “Free 
Agency,” pp. 107–08. 
36 Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” p. 40.  
37 Ibid. 
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what Bratman calls ‘policies’ – commitments to certain actions in certain kinds of recurrent 

occasions, such as ‘buckling up one’s seat belt when one drives’.38And unlike ordinary 

desires, plans and policies are subject to rational norms of consistency, coherence, and 

stability.39 

Now we might be inclined to see our planfulness and our reflectiveness as fundamentally 

separate aspects of our agency. Bratman, however, claims that when we add to the third 

feature of human agency to the account – temporally extended agency – we see that these 

apparently disparate features are in fact importantly related.40As well as reflectiveness and 

planfulness, a third distinctive feature of human agents is that we see ourselves, and our 

agency, as extending through time; we undertake projects, we reflect on our past actions, 

and we look forward to our futures. Bratman argues that an attractive way to understand 

temporally extended agency is through a broadly Lockean approach to personal identity 

according to which an agent’s identity over time consists in, very roughly, overlapping 

strands of both backward (i.e. memory) and forward-looking (i.e. intention) psychological 

ties.41 In particular, Bratman stresses the fact that ‘to some extent the presence or absence 

of such psychological ties is a (sometimes intentional) result of the agent’s activity’.42 

Bratman gives the example of his writing a philosophy paper over time, and notes that: 

I see the agent of the various temporal stages of this coordinated project as one 
and the same agent, me. But this need not be simply a passive observation. In 
pursuit of coordination I can help ensure appropriate psychological continuities 
and connections by sticking with and executing my prior plans and policies, and 
by monitoring and regulating my motivational structures in favor, say, of my 
continued commitment to philosophy.43 

                                                
38 Ibid., p. 41. 
39 Ibid., p. 42. Here, Bratman is building on his ‘planning theory of intention’, according to which 
intentions are treated as elements of partial plans of action and play a basic role in practical 
reasoning. Moreover, on this view, intentions, taken together with beliefs, are subject to rational 
norms of consistency, coherence and stability. Bratman develops his ‘planning theory of intention’ 
most fully in Intentions, Plans, and Practical Reason. 
40 “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” pp. 43ff. 
41 Ibid., pp. 43–44. Bratman’s approach to personal identity is strongly influenced by Derek Parfit, 
Reasons and Persons  (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984). 
42 Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” p. 45. 
43 Ibid. 
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We have here the framework of Bratman’s account of endorsement and of agency. 

Bratman’s contention, on the basis of consideration of examples such as that above, is that 

for an agent to endorse a desire is, ‘roughly, for that desire to be endorsed by attitudes 

whose role it is to support the temporal organisation of her agency by way of constituting 

and supporting Lockean ties characteristic of her temporal persistence’.44 As he explains 

‘[w]e tackle the problem of where the agent stands at a time by appeal to roles of attitudes in 

creating the broadly Lockean conditions of identity of the agent over time’.45 And the 

particular attitudes that Bratman thinks do play such a role arise when we combine the first 

two features of our agency – reflectiveness and planfulness – to form what Bratman terms 

‘self-governing policies’.46 Bratman gives the example of ‘never acting on or treating as 

providing a legitimate consideration in one’s deliberation a desire for revenge, or a desire to 

demean’47 as such a self-governing policy. What is distinctive about such self-governing 

policies, claims Bratman, it that they explicitly concern the functioning of one’s desires as 

part of one’s temporally extended agency. The exercise of such self-governing policies, 

therefore, is in part constitutive of an agent’s identity over time, and, as such, an agent may 

be said to endorse or reject a desire, ‘roughly, when relevant self-governing policies endorse 

or reject relevant functioning of the desire’.48 

Next, Bratman seeks to overcome a familiar objection to any hierarchical accounts of 

agency. Recall our discussion in Chapter 3 of Frankfurt, and Velleman’s observation that 

the threat of regress would remain as long as one sought to define agency merely in terms 

of the functioning of a particular desire or psychological state.49 Frankfurt’s response to 

this, which Bratman modifies and adopts, is to preclude the risk of regress by an appeal to 

a structural feature of the agent’s psychology, what Frankfurt calls ‘satisfaction’.50 For 

Frankfurt, satisfaction relates to one’s hierarchy of desires, such that an agent is satisfied 

with one’s hierarchy of desires roughly when one is, on reflection, not moved to try to 

                                                
44 Ibid., p. 46. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., pp. 48ff. 
47 Ibid., pp. 47–48. 
48 Ibid., p. 48. 
49 See Velleman, “What Happens When Someone Acts?”. 
50 Frankfurt, “The Faintest Passion; Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended 
Agency,” p. 48. 
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change it.51 As I discussed in Chapter 3, Bratman objects to Frankfurt’s notion of 

satisfaction on the grounds that such disinterest in modifying one’s motivational structure 

may be the result of ‘some sort of enervation or exhaustion or depression or the like’;52 

and, as such, ‘may not be sufficiently decisive to address problems authority’.53 Moreover, 

Bratman contends that the Frankurtian move fails to ensure an appropriate link with the 

temporally extended structure of agency. These two problems are avoided, Bratman 

contends, by the notion of satisfaction with a self-governing policy, where such satisfaction 

is understood as an absence of conflict between other self-governing policies.54  

Let’s recap. Bratman is trying to develop an account of agency; an account of when and 

how certain attitudes or desires, and the actions they give rise to, may be said to speak for 

the agent. And Bratman develops this account by focusing on the notion of ‘endorsement’, 

which is familiar from the hierarchical model of agency. Bringing together three core 

features of human agency – planfulness, reflectivity and temporal extension – Bratman 

proposes that we understand an agent’s endorsement of a particular desire in terms of the 

endorsement of the functioning of that desire by a self-governing policy, where such a self-

governing policy plays a role in constituting and supporting Lockean ties, and where this 

functioning of the self-governing policy is not undermined by other self-governing policies.  

Now one might think that Bratman has completed his account of agency. He has addressed 

a number of the shortcomings of traditional hierarchical account and his appeal to 

particular attitudes or desires which play a role in constituting the existence of the agent 

over time provides a strong basis for an account of agential authority. Self-governing 

policies may be said to speak for the agent because self-governing policies are partly 

constitutive of the existence of the agent over time. However Bratman’s account of agency 

is not quite complete. What is missing, says Bratman, is some sense of the content of the 

self-governing policies that lie at the heart of his notion of endorsement. Endorsement 

                                                
51 Frankfurt, “The Faintest Passion,” pp. 103–05. 
52 Bratman, “Identification, Decision and Treating as a Reason,” p. 195. 
53 “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” p. 49. 
54 Ibid. In the text, Bratman goes on to refine this account of satisfaction, noting that what is 
important in the notion of satisfaction with a self-governing policy, P, is not the absence of conflict 
with other self-governing policies, per se, but rather the absence of any conflict that would 
undermine the role of P in supporting coordinating, Lockean ties (pp. 49–50). While this 
refinement is important in the context of Bratman’s overall project, I think it is largely tangential to 
our concerns. 
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consists in a self-governing policy, with which the agent is satisfied, supporting the 

functioning of a particular desire. But what kind of functioning of that desire? As Bratman 

notes, there are some cases in which our desires motivate action, but in perverse ways.55 So 

to his existing account of endorsement, Bratman adds the requirement that one’s self-

governing policy be in favour of the one treating one’s desire as a reason. That is ‘we 

should understand an agent’s endorsement of a desire in terms, roughly, or a self-governing 

policy in favour of the agent’s treatment of that desire as providing a justifying reason in 

motivationally efficacious practical reasoning’.56 

 We are now in a position to see Bratman’s account of agential authority. On Bratman’s 

view, agential authority is explained by appeal to the notion of endorsement, where:  

an agent’s endorsement or rejection of a desire is ensured by the endorsement or 
rejection of that desire by a self-governing policy with which the agent is 
satisfied. Such self-governing policies have it as part of their organizing role to 
support a temporally extended pattern of functioning of relevant desires in ways 
that help constitute and support Lockean ties characteristic of our temporally 
extended agency.57 

And the problem of regress is avoided by appeal to self-governing policies with which an 

agent is satisfied. 

Just as with Velleman, Bratman’s account of agency can and has been criticised on a 

number of grounds.58 Nonetheless, it does clearly offer significant advantages over the 

compatibilist accounts previously considered within the context of issues of 

meaningfulness. First, Bratman’s account of agency is explicitly temporally extended and, as 

such, well placed to account for the requisite connection between an agent and certain 

features or contours of their life over time. According to Bratman’s account of agency, 

whether or not an action counts as an exercise of full-blown agency is not simply a matter 

of the agent having the right kind of mental states at the time of action. Rather, it is, at least 

in part, a matter of how that action and the agent’s motivation towards that action fit 

within the agent’s broader, temporally extended patterns of motivation and action. 

                                                
55 Ibid., pp. 51–55. 
56 Ibid., p. 54. 
57 Ibid., p. 50. 
58 See, for example, Garrett Cullity and Philip Gerans, “Agency and Policy,” Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society 104, no. 1 (2004) and Bratman’s response: Michael E. Bratman, “Three Forms of 
Agential Commitment: Reply to Cullity and Gerans,” ibid. 
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Moreover, by explicitly linking agency with an agent’s personal identity, Bratman provides 

an essentially historical account of agency which is sensitive to the nature and history of the 

agent in a way that, for example, real-self accounts of agency are not. And finally, as will be 

discussed further below, Bratman’s account might be thought to be capable of dealing with 

cases of plural rationality which are characteristic of the realm of values at issue in 

discussions of meaningfulness. 

V.  VELLEMAN, BRATMAN AND SISYPHUS 

There appears to be no doubt that both Bratman and Velleman offer accounts of agency 

that are significantly better placed to provide for the requisite connection between an agent 

and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life than the accounts of agency we 

have previously considered. In particular, as we have seen most clearly by looking at 

meaningfulness in terms of narrativity, both Bratman and Velleman’s accounts are 

attractive in part because they provide for an account of agency that is essentially 

temporally extended. That is, they provide the theoretical resources to not only describe 

the connection between an agent and their particular actions at an instant, but also between 

an agent and their actions over time. And given it is plausible to consider that 

meaningfulness is a necessarily temporally extended feature of a life, this kind of temporally 

extended agency is exactly what is required. 

And Bratman and Velleman’s accounts are promising within the context of meaningfulness 

for a further reason. In Chapter 4 I argued that possibility of plural rationality presented a 

problem for certain compatibilist accounts of agency because cases of plural rationality are 

characteristic of deliberation and decision-making with regards to meaningfulness. Bratman 

and Velleman’s respective accounts each appear to offer a potential compatibilist response 

to the resolution of cases of plural rationality. For Velleman, we overcome the uncertainty 

that characterises a dilemma of plural rationality by forming an expectation in favour of 

one of the horns of the dilemma – one course of action – rather than the other. In doing 

so, we throw our motivational weight behind that course action, thereby bolstering the 

reasons we have for so acting and resolving the dilemma. For Bratman, we do so by 

forming a self-governing policy to treat a particular desire or set of desires as providing a 

justifying reason in one’s motivationally efficacious deliberation.  

In Chapter 4 I also argued that real-self accounts of agency failed to address our concern 

with the nature and source of the self being expressed through our free action, because of 
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their essentially ahistorical nature. While the accounts of Bratman and Velleman can 

provide for temporally extended agency, they are unable to provide all that is required 

because they ground their respective accounts of agency in features with regard to which an 

individual may be essentially passive or which may have arisen from a perverse causal 

history, totally external to the agent. 

Consider a further modification of example of Sisyphus: 

Sisyphus6: Sisyphus hates the gods, and he has hated them his whole life. Indeed, 
Sisyphus structures much of his life around offending the gods. Eventually, the 
gods have had enough. They condemn him to forever toil in the construction of a 
great and beautiful monument to their honour. For the rest of his life, Sisyphus 
will roll rocks up a hill, whereupon he will use the rocks to build an ever-
expanding temple. In order to achieve this, the gods modify Sisyphus’s mental 
states such that Sisyphus now desires to construct a temple and accordingly 
intends that his future actions be directed towards temple construction. 
Moreover, Sisyphus’s actions are intelligible, including to himself, because he 
views his life as structured around his temple construction. Sisyphus’s plans for 
the future are now all concerned with his temple construction and he has a 
general, self-governing policy to treat temple-construction-related desires as 
providing a justifying reason in his motivationally efficacious deliberation. Finally, 
these plans and policies regarding temple constructions are partly constitutive of 
Sisyphus’s Lockean identity over time. 

The intended force of Sisyphus6 should be clear. In the example above, we have an agent 

who meets all conditions put forward by Bratman and Velleman for agency. And the agent 

appears to be engaged in the kind of project, and to have structured his life in such a way, 

as to meet the requirements for a meaningful life. As in the previous versions of the 

Sisyphus example, however, I believe that we are not inclined to judge Sisyphus’s life as 

meaningful and that the reason for this turns on the role that Sisyphus ultimately plays in 

the aetiology of the potentially meaning-conferring features of his life. More particularly, I 

believe that what is missing in the case of Sisyphus6 is that he is not relevantly active with 

respect to those motivational structures and other features of his psychology, which issue 

in his engaging in potentially meaning-conferring activities and projects.  

One might object, however, that this example is by no means as clear as previous ones. For 

one thing, it is not immediately clear whether post-transition Sisyphus does not live a 

meaningful life, even if one grants that pre-transition Sisyphus would see his post-transition 

life as horrible. It is thus open to Velleman and Bratman to respond that there is at least 

one (and possibly two) stretch of temporally extended meaningfulness in Sisyphus’s life. It 
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might be thought that that there is meaning since post-transition Sisyphus appears to meet 

all of Velleman’s requirements for the exercise of agency. He regulates his behaviour, as 

Velleman requires, by forming self-fulfilling expectations about what he will do that are 

regulated by his sub-agential aim of knowing what he is doing. Post-transition Sisyphus 

does not, for instance, form expectations to behave rebelliously towards the gods, 

expectations that would have been intelligible pre-transition, but not post. In a similar vein, 

post-transition Sisyphus appears to meet all of the requirements set out in Bratman’s 

account of agency. He has self-governing policies, with which he is satisfied, which 

function to maintain Lockean ties – albeit ties which only apply either pre- or post-

transition, but which do not link across the moment of transition. It is thus open to both 

of them to claim that post-transition Sisyphus has a meaningful life (or at least the agential 

capacities needed for a meaningful life).59  

Alternatively, they could both argue that there is something about the transition between 

pre- and post-punishment Sisyphus that precludes the exercise of agency (and hence 

meaningfulness) post-transition, notwithstanding the fact that post-transition Sisyphus 

possesses all the necessary motivational structures and cognitive capacities required for 

agency on their accounts. Velleman, for example, could claim that there is no way for 

Sisyphus himself to have authored the change in his life which the gods authored for him, 

since it simply would not have made sense to him pre-transition. The abruptness of the 

change is sufficient to render it unintelligible and so not an exercise of his agency, and this 

gap precludes exercising agency post-transition. Similarly, Bratman could claim that the 

radical change that Sisyphus underwent did not result from his pre-transition policies, plans 

                                                
59 It is an open question how many links of memory and intention are required to sustain personal 
identity on a psychological continuity view. Both Parfait and Lewis allow that in the case of long-
lived lives there can be identity fadeout. But if that is so, then it would seem that there could be 
more abrupt transitions as well. Parfit, Reasons and Persons, pp. 199 ff; “Personal Identity,” 
Philosophical Review 80, no. 1 (1971): p. 21; David Lewis, “Survival and Identity,” in Philosophical Papers 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. 56–60. I do not mean to take any stance on this issue 
here. If we can understand the example of Sisyphus6 as leading two distinct lives, within one 
temporally extended life of a human body, it might be easier to claim that the second life (Sisyphus 
post-transition) is meaningful. But this is a significant assumption, and instead I am going to 
explore the more modest claim that in the case of Sisyphus6 we potentially have two stretches of 
time in which his life might potentially have meaning. For an argument that identity fadeout cannot 
occur over the course of a normal life see Sam Gates-Scovelle, “See the Change You Want to Be: A 
Positive Theory of Self Transformation” (University of Melbourne, 2012), Chapter 3. 
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and intentions – indeed, it was entirely incompatible with them; thus precluding post-

transition Sisyphus from exercising agency. 

Let’s start with the second option first. While Bratman is able to explain why Sisyphus’s 

transition itself cannot be an exercise of agency, he offers no explanation for why this gap 

in Sisyphus’s agency should preclude any future exercise of agency. For Bratman, the best 

option, therefore, is to take the first strategy and claim that there are potentially two 

stretches of temporally extended meaningfulness in Sisyphus’s life. Velleman, with his 

focus on life-narratives, might have a more plausible story. In exploring Velleman’s notion 

of narrative value, Fischer draws our attention to the fact that what is distinctive about 

narratives is the capacity for later events to modify the meaning of earlier events (and vice 

versa). Perhaps in the case of Sisyphus6 the actions of the gods sever the connection 

between post-transition Sisyphus, such that this exchange of meaning is no longer possible. 

Alternatively, we can say that although exchange of meaning is possible, the gods’ actions 

mar the narrative of Sisyphus’s life so that the potential meaningfulness of his life is 

significantly reduced, even though he is able to exercise full-blooded agency post-transition. 

This last response seems the strongest. While I have the intuition that the gods’ 

manipulation thoroughly undercuts any ascription of meaningfulness to Sisyphus’s life 

post-transition – and this option is not available to Velleman – nevertheless, he has the 

option of claiming that we have a reduction in the meaningfulness of Sisyphus’s life, similar 

to the reduction in narrative value in the case of the ten years of marriage that is seen as a 

‘dead loss’.60  

However, this option is not attractive because there are important differences between 

Velleman’s marriage case and the case of Sisyphus6. In the marriage case, we tacitly assume 

that the success or failure of the marriage is, at least in some respects, something with 

respect to which the agent is not entirely passive. We assume, that is, that the agent is, at 

least in some sense, the author of certain salient parts of their life story. No such 

assumption applies to the Sisyphus6 case. The examples appear different and we need an 

explanation for this difference. So far Velleman has not provided us with the materials to 

construct one.  

It might be objected that Velleman contrasts the his two marriage examples not in terms of 

the activity or passivity of the individuals involved, but rather in terms of good and bad life 

                                                
60 Velleman, “Well-Being and Time,” p. 50. See my discussion of Velleman’s example at p. 109. 
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stories. The life-story in which the marriage ends in divorce is marred in a way that the life-

story in which the marriage continues is not. But we can easily think of examples in which 

one’s life story, one’s narrative, is marred by events entirely outside of one’s control, say 

some kind of tragedy. There are two things to say in response. First, I have already 

acknowledged that my concern with a narrative conception of meaningfulness is narrower 

than Velleman’s concern with the narrative structure and value of lives more broadly 

construed. As such, it is open to me to grant that there are many different ways of assessing 

a person’s life story or narrative and that not all of these appear to require agential 

activity.61 Moreover, I can also acknowledge that one’s life story can indeed be marred by 

events entirely beyond one’s control in such a way as to undercut the possibility of 

meaningfulness. I need not, however, concede that it is plausible for the potentially 

meaning-conferring aspects of one’s life-story to be grounded in something with respect to 

which one is entirely passive. Recall in Chapter 4, § IV, I noted the asymmetry in our 

judgements of meaningfulness. We can, I claimed, think of relatively uncontroversial cases 

in which an agent’s life is rendered meaningless – or at the very least its meaningfulness 

significantly reduced – by factors entirely outside of the agent’s control. However, I argued 

that we cannot conceive of clear examples of the contrary; of a case in which an agent’s life 

is rendered meaningful entirely by factors outside the agent’s control. And nothing in the 

response on behalf of Velleman to the case of Sisyphus6 gives us any further reason to 

doubt this. 

What about the first option? Why can we not simply say that post-transition Sisyphus’s life 

is meaningful? Is this simply a brute intuition on which compatibilists and incompatibilists 

must necessarily disagree? There is more to say than that. The problem with Sisyphus6 (as 

with Sisyphus2–5) is that the very activities that would ground meaningfulness in the normal 

case arise from features of the agent that are the direct result of the actions of the gods, 

and therefore not something with respect to which Sisyphus can be relevantly active. Like 

real-self theorists, Velleman and Bratman each attempt to provide reductive accounts of 

agency, according to which the agent is to be identified with certain motivational or 

psychological structures, or with the functioning of those structures. And this means that 

they are vulnerable to the objection that one can imagine situations in which these aspects 

of an individual’s motivational or psychological economy do not seem to speak for the 

                                                
61 Above I argue, following Fischer, that we have good reason to meaning-conferring narrativity as 
importantly linked to the exercise of agency or freedom. 
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individual. The problem for Velleman and Bratman, and which the example of Sisyphus6 

illustrates, is that they seek to ground agency in features of an individual with regard to 

which they may be essentially passive. And this shortcoming of such reductive accounts is 

made particularly clear when we consider the issue of meaningfulness. I have argued that 

our concern with the meaningfulness of lives – of ours and of others – is based on an 

assumption that agents are relevantly active with respect to the potentially meaning-

conferring features of those lives. In providing an account of what such agency consists in, 

of what it means to be relevantly active with respect to the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of one’s life, it will not do to appeal to an aspect of the agent’s psychology or 

motivational economy with respect to which they may be essentially passive. 

This insistence that one must be active with respect to the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of one’s life might be thought to leave me vulnerable to a ‘turtles all the way down’ 

objection. It might appear that I am claiming that one needs to be active with respect to all 

the pre-conditions for the possession and exercise of one’s agency. And that is surely 

ridiculous. I was not active with respect to my possessing a brain, nor with respect to being 

fortunate enough to have had an early childhood development that enabled the 

development of normal human agential capacities. If having a meaningful life requires this, 

then it requires nothing short of me being an unmoved mover. And that, no compatibilist 

can allow. However, this is not my claim. I am not claiming that an agent must be active 

with respect to every ground of their agency. Rather they must be active with respect to at 

least some of the aspects of their agency that give rise to the potentially meaning-

conferring activities and features of their lives. This is a low bar. For example, it is 

compatible with acknowledging that individuals’ preferences are often strongly shaped by 

their upbringing. And it is compatible with recognising that the biological basis of our 

agency – e.g. a functioning human brain, not experiencing acute mental illness and so on – 

is not up to us. But within their constraints, there needs to be room for some things that are.  

VI. RECAP OF THE BROADER DIALECTIC 

In Chapter 4, I argued that real-self accounts of agency are ill-equipped to deal with the 

kind of connection required between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of their life because they are silent on the question of the source of the real-self 

being expressed in one’s actions. I identified three failings with real-self accounts: (i) they 

are time-slice accounts and therefore unable to address the temporally extended nature of 

meaningfulness; (ii) they are susceptible to gross-manipulation counter-examples, such as 
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Sisyphus3 in which an agent’s desires, volitions or values are directly implanted; and (iii) 

they are reductionist, and reduce the self to particular motivational or psychological 

structures, structures with respect to which the agent may be entirely passive. We looked to 

Velleman and Bratman because they offer explicitly temporally extended accounts of 

agency from which it might be thought that they would be able to do better with respect to 

the second and third problem we identified with real-self accounts. However they cannot. 

What we’ve done in moving from Sisyphus3 to Sisyphus6 is to increase the sophistication of 

the motivational and psychological manipulation that the agent has undergone. This 

increase in sophistication was necessary to make post-transition Sisyphus meet the more 

demanding and sophisticated conditions on agency of Velleman and Bratman’s theories. 

Despite this additional sophistication, however, the fundamental problem is the same: both 

accounts ground agency in capacities and psychological structures with respect to which 

the agent may be entirely passive.  

In Chapter 5 I considered Fischer and Ravizza’s revisions to the structural accounts of 

agency offered by real-self views and found their addition of a historical requirement 

helpful. Their problem is to explain the possibility of plural rationality.62 Bratman and 

Velleman both do well in this respect. Thus, it seems obvious to suppose that Velleman or 

Bratman’s accounts could be improved by the addition of a historical requirement. Fischer 

and Ravizza’s particular historical condition – the requirement that one take responsibility 

for the springs of one’s actions – introduces complexities that are not directly relevant to 

the current argument. A simpler historical requirement is offered by Mele’s requirement 

that an agent’s capacities for control over their own mental life are not bypassed.63 Adding 

this requirement would simply rule out the kind of direct manipulation that features in the 

case of Sisyphus6. And absent the direct manipulation of the gods, it is unclear that we 

would be inclined to say that Sisyphus’s life lacked meaningfulness, if he met either 

Velleman or Bratman’s conditions for agency (and if further, he was engaging with things 

of genuine value). The no-manipulation clause would rule out of court an example in which 

the next sentence in an agent’s life story were written by a foreign hand, or in which 

changes to an agent’s self-governing policies result from external manipulation rather than 

from the agent’s own deliberation. The problem of Sisyphus6 disappears. 

                                                
62 See Chapter 5, § IV. 
63 Mele, Autonomous Agents: From Self-Control to Autonomy, pp. 168–72, pp. 83–84. 
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Supplementing Velleman or Bratman’s accounts with a historical no manipulation clause 

would encounter familiar objections. It is a well-known strategy amongst incompatibilists 

to challenge the compatibilist to explain the salient difference between cases of agent 

creation, agent manipulation, agent socialisation and determinism.64 It is open to me to 

pursue this line of reply here. However, doing so would be unsatisfactory, given I have 

claimed that framing the problem of compatibilism and incompatibilism in terms of 

meaningfulness, rather than responsibility, allows us to advance beyond common sticking 

points in the traditional dialectic and to enables us to better understand what is at stake in 

accepting determinism. If my only reply to the augmented view is to appeal to moves 

familiar from the traditional dialectic, then I would have failed to advance my claim. We 

would merely have taken a long and circuitous route to get back to already familiar 

territory. Why then, the seeming detour through meaningfulness? 

VII. WHAT MEANINGFULNESS ADDS 

It is my contention that meaningfulness brings into better focus the question of 

determinism and agency because we recognise a distinctive kind of value in we ourselves 

being able to determine the shape of our lives and choose those values from among the 

vast plethora of values, engagement with which can give our lives meaningfulness. This 

value is not at stake in discussions of responsibility or dignity.  

Nozick and Kane each explore something approaching the distinctive value I have in mind 

but they fail correctly to locate its significance. Nozick labels this value ‘originative value’ 

and claims that it is important for human dignity.65 According to Nozick: 

originative value is… a function of the value it newly introduces into the world, 
the new instrumental value or intrinsic value it introduces that was not presaged 
by or already fully counted in previous instrumental value… Puppets or 
marionettes lack originative value… and the way we resemble them, if causal 
determinism is true, is that we lack originative value.66 

                                                
64 See Pereboom’s four-case argument, which I referred to in Chapter 3 § III, Pereboom, Living 
without Free Will, p. 117. For Pereboom’s response to a number of criticisms of the four-case 
argument, see “Defending Hard Incompatibilism.” 
65 Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, pp. 311ff. 
66 Ibid., pp. 311–12. 
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Bratman rightly asks why we should think that a being with dignity requires originative 

value.67 Dignity is supposed to be that which grounds our obligations towards others and 

constitutes the distinctive value of human beings. It is obscure why one should think that 

this requires originative value, and the libertarian freedom that Nozick claims sits behind it. 

As Bratman argues, a compatibilist account of what is distinctive about human agency, 

whether that be in terms an agent’s ability to assign weights to reasons as Nozick proposes, 

or some other account, seems sufficient to ground the responses and value that we try to 

capture through the notion of dignity. While Nozick’s concept of originative value may not 

present a problem for compatibilist accounts of dignity, I will argue below that the same 

cannot be said with regard to the question of meaningfulness.  

Robert Kane is after a notion much like originative value in his concept of ‘ultimate 

responsibility’, but once again its significance is mislocated. Kane explains the notion of 

ultimate responsibility as follows:  

to be ultimately responsible for an action, an agent must be responsible for 
anything that is a sufficient reason (condition, cause, or motive) for the 
occurrence of the action. If, for example, a choice issues from, and can be 
sufficiently explained by, an agent’s character and motives (together with 
background conditions), then to be ultimately responsible for the choice, the 
agent must be at least in part responsible, in virtue of choices or actions 
voluntarily performed in the past, for having the characters and motives he or 
she now has.68 [Italics mine] 

We care about ultimate responsibility, explains Kane, because we care about whether ‘our 

acts or deeds, our accomplishments and we ourselves, [are] objectively worthy… It is this 

concern for the objective desert of our deeds and characters that leads naturally to a 

concern about whether those deeds and characters have their ultimate sources in us rather 

than in someone or something else’.69 Once again, however, if the question is simply desert, 

we are back in the familiar dialectic concerning responsibility and determinism. And so we 

are back with the conflicting intuitions that I argued in Chapter 2 characterise that debate.  

                                                
67 Michael E. Bratman, “Nozick on Free Will,” in Structures of Agency (New York: Oxford Univerity 
Press, 2007). Originally published as “Nozick on Free Will,” in Robert Nozick, ed. David Schmidtz 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
68 Kane, “Some Neglected Pathways in the Free Will Labyrinth,” p. 407. 
69 The Significance of Free Will, p. 97. 
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Kane broaches but leaves undeveloped an alternative explanation of the significance of 

ultimate responsibility. As Kane puts it, ‘The objective worthiness that concerns 

libertarians comes not merely from having in fact lived a good life or accomplished certain 

goals, but from the fact that you yourself were the independent source of the living of that 

life and of accomplishing those goals. So the objective worth in question presupposes 

independent selfhood’.70 These remarks put us close to the territory of meaningfulness and 

it is in this territory that the intuition that something valuable is lost if we do not have this 

freedom is on more solid ground than it is in discussions of dignity or responsibility. 

The question of meaningfulness in lives is importantly different from the questions that 

dominate the traditional dialectic. When we focus on questions of responsibility, for 

instance, we are asking about the conditions that would justify our practices – say, of 

praising or blaming others. These practices are ubiquitous in regulating human interactions. 

As Strawson points out, they are practices that we cannot imagine doing without and 

continuing to interact with each other in anything remotely resembling the forms we 

currently do.71 Those who are unsatisfied with Strawson’s apparent quietism regarding the 

justification of these practices try to find a property or properties that would justify them.72 

The concept of meaningfulness in lives, in contrast, has almost no role to play in the 

regulation of our interpersonal interactions. It is a concept most at home in the first-person 

point of view, where we are deliberating about the kind of people we want to be, and the 

kind of lives we want to lead. It gets us to focus on an evaluative property, rather than on a 

non-evaluative property that would justify our practices (supposing we think they need 

justification). Because of the fundamental difference between the kind of property at stake 

(if any) in justifying practices of holding each other responsible and the evaluative 

properties associated with meaningfulness, it cannot be expected that accounts devised to 

address one problem can successfully address the other.  

                                                
70 Ibid. 
71 Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” p 70, pp. 74–75. 
72 I take it that this is the project pursued by, amongst others Bratman, Intentions, Plans, and Practical 
Reason; “Identification, Decision, and Treating as a Reason; “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally 
Extended Agency; “Two Problems About Human Agency; Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and 
Control; Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility; “Freedom of the Will and the 
Concept of a Person; Velleman, “Epistemic Freedom; Watson, “Free Action and Free Will; Susan 
Wolf, “Asymmetrical Freedom,” The Journal of Philosophy 77(1980); “The Importance of Free Will,” 
Mind 90 (1981); Freedom within Reason. 
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We are also now in a position to recognise that what the question of meaningfulness 

focuses our attention on is the value difference between incompatibilist and compatibilist 

freedom. Consider two lives. Life A contains a full measure of agential activity understood 

on one’s preferred compatibilist model. It is also a life that through this activity engages 

with an appropriate array of things that have objective value. In Life A, let us suppose, 

there is an appropriate connection between the agent’s self and their engagement with 

values so that that engagement counts as being expressive of them. But let us further 

suppose that that self is entirely the product of antecedent causes beyond the control of the 

agent. Now consider another life, Life B. Life B contains all the same features as Life A, 

but our agent also has libertarian freedom such that their self is not entirely the product of 

antecedent causes beyond their control. This agent, as the libertarian supposes, is a self-

creator as well as a self-expressor (as opposed to Life A in which the agent is a self-

expressor, but not a self-creator). I submit that Life B contains a distinct meaningfulness-

related value that Life A lacks. 

There are two ways of cashing out this thought, one stronger, one weaker. The stronger 

claim, which I am inclined towards, is to say that Life B is potentially meaningful, but that 

Life A is not, because it lacks the distinctive value that arises from an agent determines for 

herself the self that will be brought into alignment with particular values. This value, it seems 

to me, is a necessary precondition for the possibility of meaningfulness in lives. But I 

recognise that not everyone may share my intuitions on this point. There is a weaker claim 

available here: that in the case of Lives A and B, we recognise that there is more value – 

and value of a meaning-related kind – in Life B. This value adds further to the potential 

meaningfulness of Life B, relative to Life A. This weaker claim is sufficient to show that 

moving the discussion to meaningfulness highlights a problem for compatibilist accounts 

of agency that is distinct from the problem of responsibility or dignity already discussed in 

the literature and that, therefore, requires independent attention. That is all I need to justify 

my refocusing of the standard dialectic towards the problem of meaningfulness.  

VIII. CONCLUSION 

The current chapter began by examining accounts of meaningfulness in terms of 

narrativity, or of the narrative structure of agents’ lives. In previous chapters, the 

necessarily temporally extended nature of meaningfulness has posed significant difficulties 

for the various accounts of freedom and agency that have been examined. The approaches 

to agency offered by David Velleman and Michael Bratman appear to offer potential 
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solutions to this difficulty. Though different, both approaches have the conceptual 

resources to account for temporally extended agency (and both do well in addressing the 

problem of plural rationality). However, neither approach addresses the problem of 

perverse causal histories that appeared to undermine our judgements of meaningfulness. 

To remedy this, I sketched an alternative approach which combined a historical 

requirement with either Bratman or Velleman’s accounts of agency. Of all the accounts of 

agency that I have considered so far, this augmented account is the most promising. 

However, the augmented account brings into focus the question of whether in settling for 

a compatibilist account of agency we are losing a form of freedom worth wanting. There 

are available compatibilist arguments claiming we are not when considering responsibility 

or dignity. However, because of the different roles and functions of these concepts, it is an 

open question whether these arguments transfer to the context of meaningfulness.  

In the final chapter I turn to look at theistic accounts of meaningfulness that appear to 

reject the requirement that an agent be relevantly active with respect to the meaning-

conferring features of their life.  
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CHAPTER 7: 

GOD, MEANINGFULNESS AND AGENCY 

The two broad approaches to the question of meaningfulness in lives that have been 

examined thus far – transcendence and narrativity – may both be categorised as naturalist 

accounts of meaningfulness. There is, of course, a prominent alternative to these 

approaches, namely theism.1 Many people have thought, and argued, that the 

meaningfulness of lives is integrally connected to the existence and nature of God. Many 

have indeed argued for the stronger thesis that God’s existence is a necessary condition for 

any life to be meaningful. On these grounds alone, it would be remiss of me not to 

examine the theistic approach to the question of the meaningfulness of lives and how it 

bears on the issue of determinism and meaningfulness.  

There is, however, a more fundamental reason why I must examine theistic accounts of 

meaningfulness: it might be thought that God could ground meaningfulness in such a way 

as to avoid the kind of agency requirement that I have argued for. Put simply, it might be 

thought that on some theistic accounts, an agent’s life could become meaningful simply by 

an act of divine will, with respect to which the agent is totally passive. While my primary 

audience may be secular, analytic philosophers, it would nonetheless be a substantial blow 

to my claims regarding the tension between determinism and meaningfulness if it emerged 

that a significant approach to the question of meaningfulness simply bypassed the issue. In 

this chapter I therefore examine a range of theistic answers to the question of the 

meaningfulness in lives and ask the question whether any such account avoids the 

requirement that an agent be relevantly active with respect to the meaningfulness of their 

life. It will emerge that despite the prima facie plausibility of a theistic account that 

bypasses the issue of agency, most theistic accounts of meaningfulness in fact do require an 

agent to be active with respect to the meaningfulness of their life. Moreover, I argue that 

inasmuch as there are possible theistic accounts that do not presuppose such a 

requirement, they are less plausible because of this: it is, I claim, a prima facie deficiency of 

an account of meaningfulness that it does not require that an agent be active with respect 

to the meaningfulness of their life.  

                                                
1 This proposed taxonomy is, in a way, misleading. One could have theistic accounts of 
meaningfulness that are either transcendent or narrative. Nonetheless, theism offers an importantly 
different approach to meaningfulness to the naturalist accounts so far considered. 
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I. GOD AS THE GROUND OF VALUE 

Interestingly, much of the literature on the relevance of God to meaningfulness in lives 

focuses on making the negative case that without God life would necessarily be 

meaningless. By examining the reasons given for this claim we can begin to see more 

clearly in what way God’s existence and activity may be relevant to the meaningfulness of 

agents’ lives. One of the most common claims made regarding the meaninglessness of life 

without God is that the absence of God would mean an absence of value in the world. As 

the theistic philosopher and Christian apologist William Craig says, ‘if there is no God, then 

there can be no objective standard of right and wrong’.2 And Nietzsche famously argued 

that the death of Christianity would inevitably lead to nihilism.3 Even if one does not adopt 

such an extreme position, however, one still may believe that God does, in fact, ground 

values in our world.4 As such, if one’s life is meaningful to the extent that it connects with 

particular, objective, goods or values, then as the ground of such values, God is clearly an 

integral part of the story one must tell about the meaningfulness of lives. 

Those philosophers who point to God as the ground of value as relevant to the question of 

meaningfulness do not go on to explicitly develop an account of the meaningfulness of 

lives. Nonetheless, we can glean from their arguments regarding the relevance of God to 

meaningfulness the kind of account they are likely to favour. The most obvious candidate 

is a kind of transcendence account such as I discussed in Chapter 4, according to which an 

agent’s life is meaningful inasmuch as it connects or engages with certain non-subjective 

goods or value. Here, the theist simply adds to the picture the claim that such values are, 

either contingently or necessarily, grounded in God. And, as I argued in Chapter 4, if such 

an account is to be plausible, then it must require that an agent be relevantly active with 

respect to the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. In the theistic case, this 

will manifest itself in the requirement that an agent be relevantly active with respect to their 

                                                
2 William Craig, “The Absurdity of Life without God,” in The Meaning of Life, ed. E. D. Klemke 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 44. 
3 Friederich Nietzsche, “The Will to Power,” in Existentialism from Dostoyevsky to Sartre, ed. W 
Kaufmann (New York: New American Library, 1975). Similar sentiments are detectable in both 
Jean-Paul Satre, “Existentialism,” in Existentialism and the Human Emotions (New York: Philosophical 
Library, 1948) and Albert Camus, The Stranger, trans. Matthew Ward (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1988). 
4 This would be consistent with the claim that if God did not exist, there would still be value in the 
world. The difference would be either: (i) the values in the world would be different; or (ii) the 
significance of these values would be different because they would no longer be grounded in God. 
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connection or engagement with those goods or values grounded in God. Clearly, therefore, 

such a theistic account of meaningfulness does not bypass the question of an agent’s 

activity with respect to the meaningfulness of their lives, for God is said to be a necessary, 

but not sufficient, condition for the meaningfulness of agents’ lives. 

II. GOD AND IMMORTALITY 

A number of theistic philosophers have advocated accounts of meaningfulness that argue 

that immortality is a necessary requirement for lives to be meaningful.5 Perhaps the most 

common argument given for this claim is based on the idea thatlife would be meaningless if 

the world was not perfectly just, and that perfect justice requires immortality, since it is 

clear that people do not receive appropriate reward and punishment in this life. This 

sentiment is expressed in Ecclesiastes: 

After all, the same fate awaits man and animal alike. One dies just like the other. 
They are the same kind of creature. A human being is no better off than an 
animal, because life has no meaning for either… Look at what happens in the 
world: sometimes righteous men get the punishment of the wicked, and the 
wicked men get the reward of the righteous. I say it is useless… The same fate 
comes to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and the bad, to those who 
are religious and those who are not, to those who offer sacrifices and those who 
do not. A good man is no better off than a sinner… One fate comes to all alike, 

and this is as wrong as anything that happens in this world.6 

William Craig picks up this theme in his argument for the absurdity of life without God, 

endorsing Dostoyevsky’s claim that ‘if there is no immortality then all things are 

permitted’.7  

Thaddeus Metz notes that the claim that life would be meaningless unless there were 

perfect justice does not, unless further developed, lead to the claim that immortality is 

required for meaningfulness. As he explains, ‘while perfect justice may require an afterlife, 

                                                
5 Thaddeus Metz, “The Immortality Requirement for Life's Meaning,” Ratio XVI, no. 2 (2003) 
argues that any argument that plausibly supports the immortality requirement for life’s meaning will 
equally support a theistic requirement. 
6 Ecclesiastes 3: 19–20; 7: 14; 9: 2–3 in The Good News Bible: Catholic Study Edition, (Nashville: Catholic 
Bible Press, 1979). Similar claims are made by Philip Quinn, “How Christianity Secures Life's 
Meanings,” in The Meaning of Life in the World Religions, ed. Joseph Runzo and Nancy Martin (Oxford: 
Oneworld Publications, 2000). 
7 Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment  (Possneck: Alfred K. Knopf, 1993). Cited in Craig, 
“The Absurdity of Life without God,” p. 43. 
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it is not clear that it requires an eternal afterlife’.8 Indeed, given any action done in our finite 

lifetimes would have a correspondingly finite (positive of negative) value, there seems to be 

good reason to think that immortality would be, in a sense, overkill in terms of providing 

for perfect justice.  

Metz suggests that a more promising rationale for the necessity of immortality for 

meaningfulness, based on perfect justice, inspired by Kant’s remarks regarding the 

necessity of progression towards moral perfection: 

The achievement of the highest good in the world is the necessary object of a 
will determinable by moral law. In such a will, however, the complete fitness of 
dispositions to the moral law is the supreme condition of the highest good… 
But the perfect fit of the will to the moral law is holiness, which is a perfection 
which no rational being in the world in a sense is at any time capable. But since it 
is required as practically necessary, it can be found only in an endless progress to 
that perfect fitness…  This infinite progress is possible, however, only under the 
presupposition of an infinitely enduring existence and personality of the same 
rational being; this is called the immortality of the soul.9 

Metz proposes that when we strip away some of Kant’s terminology and ‘theoretical 

baggage’, we are left with the plausible suggestion that since moral perfection is the highest 

good, the fulfilment of which will confer meaning on lives, meaningfulness requires 

immortality.10  

A final rationale for the necessity of immortality for meaningfulness is based on the idea 

that meaning would be threatened if perfect virtue were not rewarded. Suppose (not 

implausibly) that a person’s welfare is a function of the satisfaction of those desires that 

they would have if they were functioning normally and were aware of all their options.11 An 

appropriate reward for perfect virtue, claims Metz, would be to give an agent what they 

would most strongly desire (under ideal conditions), thereby contributing maximally to 

their welfare. Metz continues, ‘since people who are sane and autonomous would invariably 

                                                
8 Metz, “The Immortality Requirement for Life's Meaning,” p. 165. 
9 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), pp. 128–29. 
10 Metz, “The Immortality Requirement for Life's Meaning,” p. 167. Metz claims that such a 
position is problematic, as ‘it is hard to see why one should think that moral perfection requires 
immortality’, (p. 167). I think this is a moot point, and am happy to leave the Kantian-inspired 
position on the table as a plausible immortality centred account of meaningfulness.  
11 For a discussion of such an account of human well-being or welfare see James Griffin, Well-Being: 
Its Meaning, Measurement, and Moral Importance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), Ch. II. 
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want eternal bliss once the idea occurred to them’, immortality is required in order to 

appropriately reward perfect virtue, which is in turn required if life is to be (potentially) 

meaningful.12 Moreover, this account of the relation between immortality and 

meaningfulness also extends to a justification for the claim that God is necessary for 

meaningfulness. As Metz explains ‘God is something that every normally functioning 

human being would presumably want in her life, upon acquaintance with the idea. One 

need not be terribly religious to admit that one would like, say, to commune with a perfect 

being or to live is a universe oriented towards a spiritual end’.13 Thus, the combination of 

the claim that meaningfulness requires perfect reward for perfect virtue with an ideal 

desire-satisfaction model of welfare yields an argument for the necessity of both God and 

immortality if life is to be meaningful.14 

Having briefly examined a number of plausible rationales for accounts of meaningfulness 

that connect immortality with justice, we are now in a position to ask the question of 

whether such theistic accounts of meaningfulness are able to bypass the issue of an agent 

needing to be relevantly active with respect to the potentially meaning-conferring features 

of their life. Two considerations speak strongly against this possibility. In the first place, 

like those accounts considered in the last section, theistic accounts of meaningfulness that 

connect immortality and justice appear primarily concerned with presenting a necessary, 

rather than sufficient, condition for meaningfulness. The primary claim made by advocates 

of the accounts under consideration is that without God and immortality all lives are 

necessarily meaningless. But this is not, of course, to provide an account of what 

meaningfulness would consist in, except to say that it would require both God and 

immortality.  

As in the previous section, we can extrapolate from those conditions that theorists claim 

would undermine meaningfulness, to construct a picture of those conditions that they may 

see as sufficient for meaningfulness. In fact, while their primary objective is the claim 

regarding the necessity of immortality for the possibility of meaningfulness, both the 

Kantian and the ideal-desire satisfaction models do provide an image of what the most 

meaningful life would look like.  

                                                
12 Metz, “The Immortality Requirement for Life's Meaning,” p. 169. 
13 Ibid. Metz here cites Pascal’s remark that ‘the infinite abyss can be filled only be an infinite and 
immutable object, that is to say, only by God Himself. He alone is our true good…’, Pensées. 
14 Ibid., p. 169. 
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In the case of the Kantian conception, meaningfulness is attained by achievement of the 

highest end, viz. moral perfection in the post mortem realm. It is unclear, however, how we 

are to flesh out this account more fully. I can think of at least two distinct ways in which 

this Kantian view can be developed. The first is to claim that meaningfulness is only 

something that attaches to the composite of an agent’s pre- and post-mortem life. On this 

reading, an agent’s life is meaningful if and only if they actually attain moral perfection in 

their post-mortem life. The problem with such an account, however, is that it is clearly not 

answering the question one usually asks, in asking whether an agent’s life is meaningful. 

Our intuition is that an agent’s pre-mortem life is potentially meaningful, and that we can 

discriminate between more or less meaningful pre-mortem lives, yet on this account 

meaningfulness only arises in the post-mortem life in which moral perfection is possible. 

Importantly, this objection is not merely begging the question against the proponent of an 

immortality-centred account of meaningfulness. As the second development of the 

Kantian-inspired account will show, there are ways to develop an immortality-centred 

account of meaningfulness that do allow judgements of meaningfulness to attach to pre-

mortem lives. 

An alternative way to develop the Kantian-inspired account would be to claim not that 

achievement of moral perfection is required for meaningfulness, but rather that the 

possibility of moral action in pre-mortem life, such that such action would render a life 

meaningful, requires, as a practical necessity, the possibility of moral perfection as the 

highest good, which in turn requires immortality. Such a view does a better job of 

accounting for our intuitions regarding the possibility of distinctions between more and 

less meaningful pre-mortem lives, but still posits immortality as a requirement for such 

meaningfulness. If there was no immortality, and thus no possibility of moral perfection, 

then there would be no highest end at which a good will could be aimed and thus, 

according to this Kantian view, no possibility of ‘a will determinable by moral law’.15 

Operating within such a strict Kantian framework, however, means one clearly cannot 

avoid issues of freedom and agency. The concepts of moral action and ‘good will’, which 

lie at the heart of such a conception of meaningfulness, are integrally connected to notions 

                                                
15 Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, p. 128. Note that this is not to be taken as a proof for either the 
existence of God, or immortality. In his Critique of Pure Reason Kant argues against the possibility of 
constructing a priori proofs of the existence of things beyond our experience such as God or 
immortality. For a brief discussion see Thomas E. Hill Jr., “Editor's Introduction,” in Groundwork 
for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Thomas E. Hill Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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of autonomy and freedom of the will.16 As will be developed further below in connection 

with the ideal-desire satisfaction model, we should not be surprised that accounts of 

meaningfulness that highlight the connection between immortality and notions of justice, 

moral action, or virtue, cannot bypass issues of agency. 

The final rationale offered for a theistic account of meaningfulness that connects 

immortality and justice, focused on the necessity of immortality for appropriately rewarding 

perfect virtue. Life would be meaningless, it is claimed, if perfect virtue went unrewarded 

and the only way to appropriately reward prefect virtue would be to allow an individual to 

spend eternity engaging in the activity of the highest value, viz. communing with God. 

Again, I think there are good reasons to think that such an approach to meaningfulness 

cannot avoid issues of agency. Any account of meaningfulness that appeals to notions of 

reward and desert, necessarily raises issues of agential involvement and freedom. The claim 

that life would necessarily be meaningless if perfect virtue went unrewarded clearly 

presupposes that the perfectly virtuous person deserves reward for their virtuous actions. 

The notion of moral desert is one that lies at the heart of the traditional dialectic 

surrounding freedom, and thus any account of meaningfulness in terms of reward or 

desert, or indeed justice more broadly, cannot simply bypass concerns about agency.17  

III. FULFILLING GOD’S PURPOSE 

Another common theistic account of meaningfulness claims that meaningfulness in life 

consists in fulfilling a purpose that God has assigned to us.18 To begin with, many theorists 

                                                
16 See Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Thomas E. Hill Jr., trans. Arnulf 
Zweig (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), Ch. 3, (pp. 246–62). 
17 Proponents of such an account may be able to more readily appeal to traditional forms of 
compatibilism to explain the kind of agential involvement required. If meaningfulness consists in 
doing virtuous actions and being appropriately rewarded for them, then the kind of agential 
involvement required seems very close to the concepts of responsibility at the heart of the 
traditional dialectic. Nonetheless, my aim here is to show that theistic accounts of meaningfulness 
cannot bypass issues of agency.  
18 For a general discussion, and critique, of purpose accounts of meaningfulness, see Thaddeus 
Metz, “Could God's Purpose Be the Source of Life's Meaning?,” Religious Studies 36 (2000). 
Philosophers who advocate such a view include Paul Althaus, “The Meaning and Purpose of 
History in the Christian View,” Universitas: A German Review of Arts and Sciences 7 (1965); Delwin 
Brown, “Process Philosophy and the Questions of Life's Meaning,” Religious Studies 7 (1971); 
Michael Levine, “What Does Death Have to Do with the Meaning of Life?,” ibid. p. 23 (1987); 
Quinn, “How Christianity Secures Life's Meanings”; Lois Hope Walker, “Religion and the Meaning 
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note the ‘a priori connection between meaning and purpose, at least in that ‘purposive’ is 

one synonym of ‘meaningful’.19 Moreover, as with many other positive accounts of 

meaningfulness, purpose-accounts can be understood in part as answers to sceptical 

challenges regarding the meaning of life. If God didn’t exist, if we lived in an entirely 

naturalist universe, then our lives would be of no significance. From an ultimate 

perspective, our limited concerns, achievements, and ultimately our limited existence, are 

without a point. We are simply born, go through life, and die; and the universe continues 

around us, almost entirely unaffected by our existence.20 

Suppose however, that one wished to reject this nihilistic picture on the grounds that God 

does, in fact, exist. How would God’s existence mean we might avoid the futility of life 

depicted by the sceptic? One plausible answer is that by assigning our lives a purpose, God 

enables us to gain significance beyond our limited, finite existence. In a number of 

purpose-accounts, for example, meaningfulness is gained by playing one’s assigned role in 

God’s cosmic plan for the universe.21 We can see such accounts as answering to Nozick’s 

requirement, discussed earlier, that meaningfulness requires the transcending of the 

(relevant) limits.22 Here, the relevant limits are our mortality and finitude. By playing the 

role assigned to us in God’s grand plan, our actions become endowed with a significance 

beyond that which we could achieve without such a connection, for our actions become 

part of a plan that is (i) created by an infinite (and infinitely good) being; and (ii) that is 

itself infinite, or at least eternal. 

Purpose theorists disagree over a number of specifics, including: (i) just what the content 

of God’s purpose is; (ii) how we could come to have knowledge of God’s purpose; (iii) 

how God might assign to us His purpose (i.e. would He command us to fulfil His purpose 

under threat of eternal damnation?); and finally (iv) how we are to fulfil God’s purpose.23 
                                                                                                                                          
of Life and Death,” in The Quest for Truth, ed. Louis Pojman (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Publishing 
Co., 1989). 
19 Thaddeus Metz, “The Concept of a Meaningful Life,” American Philosophical Quarterly 38, no. 2 
(2001): p. 140. 
20 For the expression of such sceptical concerns see Camus, “The Absurdity of Human Existence; 
Nagel, “The Absurd; Tolstoy, My Confessions; Taylor, “The Meaning of Life.” For my discussion of 
sceptical challenges to the concepts of meaningfulness, see Ch. 4, § III. 
21 See, e.g. Althaus, “The Meaning and Purpose of History in the Christian View”; Quinn, “How 
Christianity Secures Life's Meanings”; Walker, “Religion and the Meaning of Life and Death.” 
22 Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, pp. 599ff. For my presentation of Nozick’s view see Ch. 4, § II. 
23 Metz, “Could God's Purpose Be the Source of Life's Meaning?,” p. 296. 
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While such differences are undoubtedly relevant to the overall plausibility of particular 

purpose-accounts of meaningfulness, many are not directly relevant to the issue of the role 

of the agent in the meaningfulness of their life.24 What is important, from the perspective 

of the current inquiry, is the general picture according to which an agent’s life is meaningful 

in virtue of a relationship between the agent and God, where such a relationship consists in 

the agent fulfilling God’s assigned purpose. The question to which we must now turn is 

whether such an account of meaningfulness somehow bypasses the issue of an agent’s 

activity with respect to the (potentially) meaning-conferring features of their life. 

How might the present conception of meaningfulness as consisting in fulfilling God’s 

purpose bypass the issue of agential involvement? It could be claimed that simply by being 

part of God’s creation an agent thereby plays a role in fulfilling His purposes and thus 

‘achieves’ meaningfulness in their life. Such a view seems evident in some of the writing of 

advocates of process theology.25 According to process theology, meaningfulness is possible 

because even though human lives and experiences are in themselves finite, ‘our welfare is 

appreciated and immortalized in God’.26 Since God immortalises every human experience 

(indeed He immortalises everything that occurs in the universe), and since meaningfulness 

is assured by such immortalisation, every life will be meaningful.27 On such a view, it may 

                                                
24 The exception, as will become clear is ‘ (iv) how we are to fulfil God’s purpose’, for answering 
this question touches on issues of whether one must be relevantly free/active with respect to the 
meaning-conferring features of one’s life. 
25 See Brown, “Process Philosophy and the Questions of Life's Meaning”; Charles Hartshorne, 
“God and the Meaning of Life,” in On Nature, ed. Leroy S. Rouner, Boston University Studies in 
Philosophy and Religion (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984); “The Meaning of 
Life,” Process Studies 25 (1996). 
26 “God and the Meaning of Life,” p. 160. Hartshorne himself does not connect meaning and 
purpose. Another advocate of process theology, Delwin Brown, does connect purpose and 
meaningfulness, and, like Hartsthorne, highlights the way in which God immortalises otherwise 
finite human experiences: ‘God, being everlasting and omniscient, preserves each actuality 
completely and without end in his own subjective experience, even as we in our experience preserve 
some actualities partially and for a while’, Brown, “Process Philosophy and the Questions of Life's 
Meaning,” p. 24. Process theology is developed from the process, or neoclassical, philosophy of 
Whitehead, who makes similar comments regarding the immortalisation of our lives within God’s 
subjective experience. See, for example, A. N. Whitehead, Process and Reality  (New York: Macmillan, 
1929), pp. 524 ff. 
27 The concept of God’s ‘immortalisation’ of human experience is opaque to me; however, it 
features heavily in process theology. See, for example, Brown, “Process Philosophy and the 
Questions of Life’s Meaning; Hartshorne, “God and the Meaning of Life”; “The Meaning of Life”; 
“Freedom as Universal,” Process Studies 25 (1996); Whitehead, Process and Reality. 



 149 

seem that an agent could be completely passive with respect to the meaningfulness of their 

life, for such meaningfulness just consists in God’s subsuming their life within His 

immortal subjective experience. But while an advocate of process theology may be 

committed to saying all lives are equally meaningful inasmuch as they are all immortalised 

by God, they can, and do, differentiate between the particular meanings of different lives. 

On the process theological view, since God shares the subjective experience of all things 

within the universe, He shares not only the pleasures, but also the pains, frustrations and 

miseries.28 And since God is, in a sense, constituted by His subjective experience, we make 

a valuable contribution to God by leading good and worthwhile lives. As Delwin Brown 

explains, ‘Like making a felt difference to the life of another person, the process theist 

finds it significant, only infinitely more so, to contribute to the life of one whose feelings 

are so incomparably complete and so fully attuned to the human good’.29 Accordingly, 

while process theists may be committed to the view that all lives are meaningful inasmuch 

as they are all subsumed by God’s subjective experience, they can distinguish between types 

of meaningfulness, or ways of being meaningful, in terms of the kind of contribution that 

one’s life makes to God’s experience. And such differences will be cashed out in terms of 

the lives that agents lead, therefore allowing issues of agency and freedom to re-enter the 

picture.30 

Of course there may be accounts other than those offered by process theology according 

to which one’s life is rendered meaningful simply by being a part of God’s creation. In 

response to such a potential view, and particularly in light of the potential suggestion that 

such a view would allow that an agent be essentially passive with respect to the 

meaningfulness of their life, I want to highlight just how counterintuitive such a position is. 

In particular, such an account of meaningfulness is committed to the claim that all lives are 

equally meaningful. After all, we are all equally creatures of God’s creation and thus if 

                                                
28 I use the word ‘things’ intentionally as it is not clear to me whether process theologians would 
limit subjective experience to conscious beings.  
29 Brown, “Process Philosophy and the Questions of Life's Meaning,” p. 25. 
30 Process theists are, in fact, strongly committed to human freedom. Unlike traditional Judea-
Christian theism, process theism denies God’s omnipotence because it holds that literally 
everything in the universe has a degree of freedom, with the degree of freedom increasing with 
objects’ complexity. Humans are one rung below God on this hierarchy and therefore, on the 
process theological view, have considerable freedom. For a discussion of pervasiveness of freedom 
in the universe, see Hartshorne, “Freedom as Universal.” For a discussion of this view of freedom 
with respect to meaningfulness see “The Meaning of Life,” pp. 14–16; Brown, “Process Philosophy 
and the Questions of Life's Meaning,” pp. 21–26.  
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fulfilling God’s purpose simply consists in being part of His creation, then we all fulfil 

God’s purpose to an equal degree.31 While such a position cannot be ruled out a priori, it is 

clear that it is contrary to many of the basic intuitions we have regarding meaningfulness in 

lives. The starting point for a discussion of meaningfulness is generally the observation that 

we consider some lives to be meaningful, and other lives relatively less meaningful or even 

meaningless. Any account that claims that all lives are equally meaningful is therefore 

considerably revisionist. In this case, we would need to have strong, independent grounds 

for conceiving of God and God’s purpose in such a way that everyone fulfils God’s 

purpose to an equal extent, and thereby has equally meaningful lives. 

If the possibility that everyone fulfils God’s purpose to an equal extent is problematic, then 

perhaps we can conceive of an alternative way in which an agent might fulfil God’s 

purposes, and thereby achieve meaningfulness, but which nonetheless avoids the issue of 

agency. One such possibility is that meaningfulness consists in one being chosen by God to 

fulfil a particular task, and God making it the case that one does complete that task. On 

such a view some individuals, the chosen ones, would come to lead meaningful lives, while 

others would not.32 Again, however, it is simply unclear how plausible such an account of 

meaningfulness in. On what grounds would God make the choice between those whose 

lives fulfil His purpose, and thereby attain meaningfulness, and those who do not? If God 
                                                
31 It is interesting to note that theists who are committed to a particularly strong form of divine 
providence – and therefore advocate something like hard determinism – are forced to a similar 
conclusion with regards to heavenly reward. Theists coming out of certain strands of Lutheran and 
Calvinist thinking, who deny freedom to agents, are forced to adopt a Universalist perspective 
according to which every person will, in their post-mortem life, reach heaven. They are forced to 
reject traditional doctrines of divine punishment etc., because in denying freedom to humans, they 
deny any basis on which God could judge anyone more deserving of reward or punishment than 
anyone else. For some interesting discussions of hard determinism and the problem of evil, see 
Derk Pereboom, “Free Will, Evil, and Divine Providence,” in God and the Ethics of Belief: New Essays 
in Philosophy of Religion, ed. Andrew Chignell and Andrew Dole (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005); “The Problem of Evil,” in The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Religion, ed. William E. 
Mann (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2004); Nick Trakakis, “Does Hard Determinism Render the 
Problem of Evil Even Harder?,” Ars Disputandi 6 (2006). 
32 Thaddeus Metz has suggested to me (in correspondence) that the idea that being chosen by God 
contributes to meaningfulness might be thought to fit well within the Jewish tradition. He also 
pointed out, however, that most Jewish thinkers hold that acting in accordance with God’s 
commandments also contributes significantly to life’s meaning, so that being one of the ‘chosen 
people’ may either add to the meaningfulness of one’s life, or else make a certain type of 
meaningfulness possible, without being sufficient for meaningfulness. For an argument that 
meaningfulness within a Judaic theology does require actions for which agents are responsible, see 
Emil L. Fackenheim, “Judaism and the Meaning of Life,” Commentary 39 (1965). 
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chooses on the grounds of the agent’s actions or character, then issues of agency come to 

the fore in similar ways to those already discussed with respect to naturalist accounts. 

Unless we are to suppose that in sorting persons by actions and character God is entirely 

unconcerned with desert, God would again be a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for 

meaningfulness. If, on the other hand, God doesn’t choose on the ground of an agent’s 

actions or character, on what grounds could He choose? The alternative, and the only way 

that I can conceive of a purpose account as bypassing issues of agency, is to claim that God 

just does choose some lives to play a role in fulfilling His purposes, and fails to choose 

others on no particular basis. And the obvious objection to such an account is that it makes 

the meaningfulness of an agent’s life appear arbitrary. And like the theistic account 

according to which all lives were equally meaningful, while this cannot be ruled out a priori, 

it is an intuitively unattractive and implausible account of meaningfulness. The depth and 

nature of our concern with the meaningfulness of our own lives, and of the lives of those 

whom we care about, is incommensurate with meaningfulness in lives being an arbitrary 

matter. 

An examination of the literature surrounding purpose-accounts of meaningfulness reveals 

that purpose theorists themselves believe the issue of agency to be important. A line of 

criticism that a number of philosophers have taken against purpose-accounts is that in 

assigning us a purpose, God would thereby degrade our rational autonomy. Some theorists, 

for example, argue that since God’s assigned purpose is backed up by either the threat of 

eternal damnation if we fail to fulfil it, or the promise of eternal bliss if we succeed, or 

both, God treats us in a way that is either coercive, or exploitative.33 Yet another line of 

criticism, put forward by Kurt Baier, claims that regardless of any potential reward or 

punishment, to ascribe to a rational being a purpose is degrading. On Baier’s view, the 

purpose approach to meaningfulness, ‘sees man as a creature, a divine artefact, something 

halfway between a robot (manufactured) and an animal (alive), a homunculus, or perhaps 

Frankenstein, made in God’s laboratory, with a purpose or task assigned him by his 

Maker’.34 

Now I do not claim that such critiques of purpose-accounts are successful. Indeed, a 

number of advocates of purpose-accounts have responded to such criticisms by arguing for 
                                                
33 Kurt Baier, “The Meaning of Life,” in The Meaning of Life, ed. E. D. Klemke (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); Paul Kurtz, “The Meaning of Life,” in The Fullness of Life (New York: 
Horizon Press, 1974). 
34 Baier, “The Meaning of Life,” p. 120. 
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the compatibility of our rational agency – and God’s valuing our rational agency – with 

God assigning us a purpose.35 What is nonetheless significant, however, is that both the 

proponents of purpose-accounts and their critics assume that were God’s assigning us a 

purpose to undermine our agency, then this would render the claim that meaningfulness 

consists in fulfilling God’s assigned purpose highly problematic. As such, proponents of 

purpose-accounts of meaningfulness implicitly acknowledge that such theistic accounts of 

meaningfulness do not bypass the issue of an agent’s activity with respect to the 

meaningfulness of their life. 

IV. CONVERSION ON THE ROAD TO DAMASCUS: MEANINGFULNESS 

WITHOUT AGENCY? 

So far in this chapter I have sought to show that none of the prominent theistic accounts 

of meaningfulness obviously undermine my contention that meaningfulness in life is 

something with respect to which an agent must be essentially active. However, theism 

could pose a threat to my central contention in another way: by counter-example. If the 

theist could describe a case in which we are clearly inclined to judge an agent’s life 

meaningful, but in which the grounds of such meaning are attributable solely to God, then 

this would constitute a prima facie objection to my central contention.  

Some have suggested to me that the life of the apostle Paul provides such a counter-

example.36 In particular, one might point to Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus as 

a significant meaning-conferring feature of Paul’s life with respect to which he was 

essentially passive. In this section I examine this suggestion, and argue that we have no 

independent theoretical or textual grounds for interpreting Paul’s conversion in such a way 

that it provides a clear counter-example to my main contention regarding the necessity of 

robust agency for meaningfulness. 

The most complete account that we have of Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus 

comes not from Paul, but rather from Luke (or the author of the Lukan Gospel), in the 

Acts of the Apostles. The most detailed account is as follows: 

                                                
35 See, e.g. Brown, “Process Philosophy and the Questions of Life's Meaning; Michael Levine, 
“What Does Death Have to Do with the Meaning of Life?,” ibid. p. 23 (1987). Perhaps the most 
systematic defence against these kind of critiques of purpose-theory is offered by Thaddeus Metz, 
“Could God's Purpose Be the Source of Life's Meaning?,” ibid. p. 36 (2000), although he goes on 
to argue that purpose-accounts are inconsistent with certain features usually ascribed to God (i.e. 
atemporality and simplicity). 
36 This suggestion was first put to me by Nick Trakakis. 
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Now as he [Paul] was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light 
from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying 
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” He asked, “Who are you Lord?” The 
reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the 
city, and you will be told what you are to do.”37 

The story continues that Paul is without sight for three days upon entering Damascus. 

During this time, Jesus speaks to a disciple named Ananias, whom he tells to go to Paul 

and ‘lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight’. 38 When Ananias expresses 

hesitation, owing to Paul’s history of Christian persecution, Jesus replies ‘Go, for he is an 

instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before the Gentiles and kings and 

before the people of Israel. I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake 

of my name’.39 Ananias then goes to Paul and lays hands on him, ‘And immediately 

something like scales fell from his eyes and his sight was restored’.40 

It is this event that is commonly pointed to as the occasion of Paul’s conversion. Prior to 

his experience on the road to Damascus, Paul had been a devout Jew and a persecutor of 

Christians among the Jewish community. At various points in either the Acts, or in Paul’s 

own epistles, reference is made to Paul’s efforts to exterminate early Christians, especially 

followers of Jesus among the Jewish population.41 Whatever happened on the road to 

Damascus clearly, in some way, caused Paul to turn his life around. From being a 

persecutor of Christians, Paul became one of its most vocal adherents, and in particular 

was integral in spreading the Gospels to the gentiles. And from a Christian perspective, it is 

easy to see why Paul’s life, post-conversion, would be presented as paradigmatically 

meaningful. What could be more meaningful than a life dedicated to the service of Christ 

and the (at least somewhat) successful spreading of the Gospels? Moreover, what could be 

                                                
37 Acts 9: 3–7 in The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1989). Paul is referred to as Saul, which is the name given to him at birth – as a 
member of the tribe of Benjamin he is named after the only king of Israel from his tribe. The name 
Paul – which is of Latin origins – appears to have been adopted for his interactions with Graeco-
Roman communities. See Klaus Haacker, “Paul's Life,” in The Cambridge Companion to St Paul, ed. 
James D. G. Dunn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 21. 
38 Acts 9:12 in The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. 
39 Acts 9:15–16 in ibid. 
40 Acts 9:18 in ibid. 
41 Acts 7: 58; 8:1; 9:1–2, 5, 13–14, 21; 22:2–5, 7, 19; 26: 9–11, 14; 1 Cor. 15:9; Gal. 1:13, 23; Phil. 
3:6; Tim. 1:13. 
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more meaningful than being specifically chosen by God to fulfil such a task, and God, 

directly, telling you this? 

How might Paul’s conversion be seen to provide a counter-example to my claim about the 

relevance of agency to meaningfulness? One might read the story of Paul’s conversion in 

such a way that God is the primary – perhaps sole – agent.42 Call this the strong divine 

providence reading. According to this reading, the experience that Paul has on the road to 

Damascus is one with respect to which Paul is essentially passive. But it is this experience 

that turns Paul’s life around, such that it becomes meaningful and thus it is the agent of 

this experience, God, that is the cause of the meaningfulness of Paul’s life. God does 

something to Paul, perhaps both on the road to Damascus and through Ananias in the 

subsequent healing of Paul’s blindness, which causes Paul’s conversion to Christianity, and 

subsequent missionary and apostolic activities. And the language of the text might be cited 

as support for God’s agency as the dominant force in Paul’s conversion. Thus, when 

explaining to Ananias why he must go and heal Paul, Jesus says, ‘he is an instrument whom I 

have chosen’.43 And Paul, describes his conversion, saying ‘God, who had set me apart 

before I was born and called me through his grace…’44 Being chosen as an ‘instrument’ 

and, in particular, being set aside before birth, are both things with respect to which Paul is 

passive.45 Paul’s life, on this reading, appears meaningful because he has been chosen by 

God – but this is something that God has done, not Paul. 

I do not want to deny that God’s actions in choosing Paul are a necessary condition for the 

meaningfulness – the paradigmatic meaningfulness – that Paul’s life has. What I do want to 

claim, however, is that it is implausible to see the meaningfulness of Paul’s life as consisting 

solely in God’s action. That is, I want to reject the strong divine providence reading. In my 

view, such a reading is implausible for both conceptual and textual reasons.  

The first thing to note is that it is misleading to claim that the meaningfulness of Paul’s life 

somehow consists in his experience on the road to Damascus. Had Paul not subsequently 

                                                
42 I here mean ‘God’ to be synonymous with ‘Jesus’ or ‘Christ’. In the texts it is specifically ‘Jesus’ 
who speaks to/appears to Paul.  
43 Acts 9:15, my emphasis. 
44 Gal. 1:15. 
45 However, for an argument that divine providence indicated by the use of terms like ‘instrument’ 
and ‘it is necessary’ (dei) ought not to be taken as indicating a lack of human agency, see Charles H. 
Cosgrove, “The Divine Dei Is Luke-Acts: Investigations into the Lukan Understanding of God's 
Providence,” Novum Testamentum 26, no. 2 (1984).  
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gone on to engage in his missionary and apostolic activities, we would not, I claim, hold his 

life up as paradigmatically meaningful. And while Paul had very compelling reasons for 

engaging in such activities – perhaps even the most compelling reasons, namely being 

personally called by God to do so – the texts give us no reason to deny that it is Paul who 

acts throughout his post-conversion life. Indeed, immediately after describing his 

conversion in terms of being chosen before birth, Paul goes on to talk of his missionary 

activities in a way that implies that he sees himself as the active agent in such activities. 

Describing the results of his preaching in Syria and Cilicia, Paul says ‘And they glorified 

God because of me’.46 Of course Paul would not deny the role of God, or the power of the 

Holy Spirit in such activities, but this statement sounds very much like a claim of 

responsibility; Paul seems to be straightforwardly describing activities that he did. In Acts, 

after describing his experience on the road to Damascus to the King Agrippa, Paul says, 

‘After that, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision…’47 If Paul were 

passive with respect to his missionary and apostolic activities, however, the notion of 

obedience would have no place here. A number of biblical scholars have noted the 

similarity between the narrative of Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus and 

prophetic calls that occur throughout the Old Testament.48 Such a similarity is important in 

considering Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus with respect to the meaningfulness 

of his life, for it encourages us to focus not only on what happens to Paul such that he 

apparently undergoes a radical conversion from devout Judaism to Christianity, but also on 

the fact that his subsequent actions are to be seen as his response to God’s call.  

Recognising Paul’s missionary and apostolic activities as a response to God’s call also helps 

make clear how Paul’s conversion differs in important ways from the cases of Sisyphus that 

have figured prominently in previous chapters. In each of the cases of Sisyphus, the gods do 

something to Sisyphus such that he now desires to build a beautiful temple to their honour. In 

the case of Paul, by contrast, the meaningfulness of his life appears to consist in his 

response to God’s call, a call that took the form of his religious experience on the road to 

Damascus. While God is clearly the agent of Paul’s religious experience, and while we can 

                                                
46 Gal. 1: 24. 
47 Acts 26: 19. 
48 Cf. for example Isaiah 49:1–6; Jeremiah 1:4–5; Ezekiel 1–2. For a discussion of these similarities 
see Johannes Munck, Paul and the Salvation of Mankind  (Atlanta: John Knox, 1959); Alan F. Segal, 
Paul the Convert: The Apostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Pharisee  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1990), pp. 9–11.  
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acknowledge that the experience is something with respect to which Paul was essentially 

passive, we have no reason to think that God in anyway directly modified Paul’s 

motivations or desires.  

Paul’s conversion also differs from the cases of Sisyphus in a second important way. In 

each of the cases of Sisyphus, part of the intuitive force of the example lies in the fact that 

post-manipulation Sisyphus is radically different from pre-manipulation Sisyphus. After all, 

pre-manipulation Sisyphus hated the gods, yet now he is building a temple to their honour. 

And there appears to be an obvious similarity with the example of Paul. Paul undergoes a 

radical conversion following his experience on the road to Damscus – from a persecutor of 

Christians to one of Christianity’s most vocal adherents. In Paul’s case, however, we can 

see his post-conversion life as at once radically different from his pre-conversion life, yet at 

the same time a continuation of it. As a number of scholars note, Paul takes the same zeal 

with which he applied himself to his Judaism, and to the persecution of Jewish believers in 

Christ, to his new Christian mission. While the nature of his life has changed dramatically, 

his activities continue to be motivated by strong religious beliefs; albeit beliefs which have 

changed following his experience on the road to Damascus.49 

Exactly how we are to read Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus is a matter for 

scholarly dispute on which I am unqualified to give an opinion. But one does not need to 

adopt any controversial reading of the text to claim that the most straightforward way to 

interpret Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus is as a religious experience. Naturally, 

this religious experience was something with regards to which Paul was essentially passive; 

the experience happened to him and God made it happen. Although this experience played 

a critical role in Paul’s life, and perhaps without this experience his life may never have 

                                                
49 In this way we can also point to Paul’s life prior to his experience on the road to Damascus as 
partly grounding the meaningfulness of his life. And again, we have no reason to suppose that this 
is not something with respect to which Paul is essentially passive. For a discussion of the similarity 
between Paul’s approach pre- and post-conversion, see Haacker, “Paul’s Life; John Knox, Chapters 
in a Life of Paul  (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1987); Segal, Paul the Convert: The Apostolate and 
Apostasy of Saul the Pahrisee. It seems at least worth considering that had Paul’s pre-conversion life 
and character been different; had Paul not made himself into the zealous and single-minded 
individual that he was, that God would not have chosen him. Some scholars have gone even further 
and have argued that the experience of Paul on the road to Damascus really only finalised a process 
of conversions that he was already undergoing as a consequence of his exposure to Christian 
teaching as a result of his persecution of Christians. See, e.g. J. Peter Bercovitz, “Kalein in Gal. 
1:15,” Proceedings of the Eastern Great Lakes and Midwest Biblical Societies 5 (1985); John Knox, “On the 
Meaning of Gal. 1:15,” Journal of Biblical Literature 106, no. 2 (1987). 
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been meaningful, we have no grounds to suppose that Paul’s religious experience in itself 

made Paul’s life meaningful: this is both an implausible claim, and not one that the texts 

support. The meaningfulness of Paul’s life seems best captured within a purpose-account 

of meaningfulness. Paul’s life is meaningful because he fulfils the task assigned to him by 

God. But this is something he does and we therefore have no reason to suppose that the life 

of Paul provides an obvious counter-example to the claim that an agent must be relevantly 

active with respect to the meaningfulness of their life. 

V.  CONCLUSION 

It may be useful to briefly clarify the place of this chapter within the overall structure of the 

argument. My central claim has been that there are good reasons to believe that an agent 

must be relevantly active with respect to the (potentially) meaning-conferring features of 

their life. Moreover, I have sought to show that despite their apparent plausibility with 

respect to issues of freedom and moral responsibility within the context of actions, 

compatibilist accounts of agency cannot provide an account of agency sufficient for 

application to the issue of meaningfulness. While the focus of my attention has been 

naturalist accounts of meaningfulness, in this chapter I have examined some prominent 

theistic accounts. Such an examination is necessary for two reasons. First, it would be 

remiss of me to discuss the issue of meaningfulness in lives without giving some attention 

to such a prominent class of approaches. Moreover, however, the theistic approach might 

be thought to have been problematic for my view, for one might claim that God could 

simply render an agent, or agent’s life, meaningful. If this were possible, then it would 

apparently be possible for an agent to be essentially passive with regard to the 

meaningfulness of their life. My examination of theistic accounts of meaningfulness has 

shown that they do not pose a prima facie problem for my central claim. While I have not 

examined theistic accounts of meaningfulness in full detail, my examination has revealed 

that on most accounts, God’s actions are a necessary but not sufficient condition for the 

meaningfulness of an agent’s life. While it may be plausible to claim that if there were no 

God, then no life would be meaningful, it is not plausible to claim – according to any of 

the plausible theistic accounts of meaningfulness – that God’s existence or actions can 

themselves ensure meaningfulness. Those accounts that do claim that God’s existence or 

activity is sufficient for meaningfulness do so at the expense of being able to distinguish 

between more and less meaningful lives; that is, they are committed to the counterintuitive 

claim that all lives are equally meaningful. Yet such a claim is contrary to a central intuition 

regarding meaningfulness and, as such, any account that denies it is prima facie flawed as 
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an account of meaningfulness. Finally I examined the suggestion that theists could point to 

a concrete example of a meaningful life with respect to which the agent was essentially 

passive: the apostle Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. Contrary to initial 

appearances, I argued that we have no reasons – either conceptual or textual – to deny that 

Paul was relevantly active with respect to the meaningfulness of his life; and good reasons 

not to do so. 
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CHAPTER 8: 

CONCLUSION 

In this final chapter, I want to briefly sum up what I hope to have shown in the preceding 

seven chapters. In particular, I want to clarify the scope of the argument that I take myself 

to have made; what I believe I have shown about the relationship between meaningfulness 

and agency, and the limitations that this reveals for certain prominent accounts of agency 

and freedom. But I also want to make the limits of my argument clear. I do not, for 

instance, claim to have argued for the incompatibility of determinism and meaningfulness 

in lives. Once I have clarified the nature and scope of the main argument, I will briefly 

respond to some potential objections. Finally, I want to suggest how the main conclusions 

of this thesis might inform future work. 

I. THE MAIN ARGUMENT 

My argument begins with the observation that our pre-philosophical concerns regarding 

the possible truth of determinism go well beyond a concern with the potential impact of 

determinism on moral responsibility or freedom with respect to individual instances of 

action. Yet the traditional dialectic surrounding determinism and freedom, which I discuss 

in Chapter 2, is almost exclusively focused on individual instances of action and on 

questions of moral responsibility. Accordingly, much of the traditional dialectic is 

concerned with asking questions such as ‘Could anyone be morally responsible for specific 

actions given the truth of determinism?’, ‘Does the truth of determinism entail that no one 

exercises freedom of the will on particular occasions?’ and so on. And while each side of 

the debate disagrees on how best to answer these questions, there seems to be broad 

agreement that these are the important philosophical questions to ask, in seeking to address 

the problem of determinism. In Chapter 2 I examine the traditional dialectic surrounding 

the problem of determinism and argue that it is significantly characterised by stalemate. 

Moreover, at the end of Chapter 2 and the start of Chapter 3 I argue that by focusing 

exclusively on such questions, the traditional dialectic fails to adequately respond to 

important aspects of our pre-philosophical concerns regarding the potential truth of 

determinism. The freedom and agency that would appear to be threatened by the truth of 

determinism are importantly related to more than just our practices of holding people 

responsible for individual instances of action. In particular, over the course of my thesis I 
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seek to advance the claim that the issues of freedom and agency are importantly related to 

questions of the meaningfulness of agents’ lives. 

As a first step towards advancing this claim, I begin by examining the arguments of those 

hard determinists who maintain that while the likely truth of determinism means we lack 

the freedom required for moral responsibility, it does not mean that our conception of our 

lives as potentially meaningful is under threat. In Chapter 3, I argued that the logic of the 

hard determinist’s own position vis-à-vis freedom and moral responsibility can be used to 

illustrate how the meaningfulness of agent’s life needs to be deeply attributable to the agent 

in a way that, according to the hard determinist’s own arguments, would be incompatible 

with the truth of determinism. 

In order to more fully explore the relationship between agency and meaningfulness, in 

Chapter 4 I looked at how issues of agency arise within the context of a particular approach 

to the question of meaningfulness. One of the most prominent naturalist approaches to 

meaningfulness, which I term ‘transcendent’ accounts of meaningfulness, claims that a life 

is meaningful inasmuch as the agent connects or engages with particular goods or values 

beyond themself. Building on my argument in Chapter 3 that the meaningfulness of an 

agent’s life need to be deeply attributable to the agent, I argue that transcendent accounts 

of meaningfulness are only plausible inasmuch as the right kind of connection exists 

between the agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. Moreover, I 

argue that the particular kind of connection that is relevant is one of self-expression.  

The notion of self-expression figures prominently in a number of important compatibilists 

accounts of agency; most notably real-self or hierarchical accounts of agency. As such, it 

might be thought that these accounts of agency are well placed to provide an account of 

the kind of connection required between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring 

features of their life, if transcendent accounts of meaningfulness are to be plausible. My 

modified example of the case of Sisyphus – Sisyphus3 – illustrates that this is not the case. 

Real-self accounts of agency fall short of what is required in the context of meaningfulness 

for two reasons. First, they are essentially ahistorical in that they take agency to be a time-

slice property that bears between an agent and their behaviour at a particular point in time. 

Meaningfulness, however, is a necessarily temporally extended feature of an agent’s life 

and, as such, we require an account of agency that can provide for the connection between 
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an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life over time, not simply 

at a moment in time. Moreover, real-self theories fail to explain agency in terms of a ‘mesh’ 

between one’s actions or behaviours, and one’s ‘real self’. In the context of meaningfulness, 

however, this mesh is only relevant if one is also concerned with the nature and sources of 

the self being expressed. We are concerned with regards to agency in general and also more 

specifically with regard to meaningfulness in lives; not only that the relevant features of our 

lives express who we are, but also with who we are and how we came to be that way. Real-

self accounts of agency lack the theoretical resources to account to this concern. 

While some of the criticisms I make of real-self accounts of agency relate specifically to the 

context of meaningfulness in lives, others are either drawn from or closely related to 

critiques of real-self accounts of agency within the traditional dialectic. As such, it might be 

thought that in looking for an account of agency that is sufficient to provide the kind of 

connection required between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of 

their life, we should look to those accounts of agency that specifically purport to overcome 

the flaws of real-self accounts. In Chapter 5, I looked at two such accounts; Wolf’s Reason 

view on the one hand, and Fischer and Ravizza’s reason-responsive view on the other. 

While both accounts offer significant improvements over real-self views in certain respects, 

I argue that neither provides all that is required in the context of meaningfulness. Despite 

its initial attractiveness, Wolf’s Reason view shares a failing that we earlier identified with 

real-self accounts; namely that it is essentially ahistorical. Drawing on a further 

modification of the case of Sisyphus, I show how Wolf’s ahistorical account of freedom 

does not provide an adequate account of the connection between an agent and the 

potentially meaning-conferring features of their life since.  

Fischer and Ravizza’s reason-responsive account of freedom and agency appears promising 

because it purports to both overcome the shortcomings of real-self accounts and to 

recognise the essentially historical nature of responsibility. Despite this fact, however, I 

argue that Fischer and Ravizza’s account is ill-equipped to provide an account of agency in 

the context of meaningfulness because it is not well placed to account for a further 

important fact about meaningfulness. On most plausible accounts of meaningfulness, 

including most transcendent accounts of meaningfulness, there is a plurality of goods or 

values in the world with which an agent could connect or engage with in such a way as to 

be meaning-conferring. Moreover, there is a plurality of ways in which an agent might 
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engage with the same good or value such that it is meaning-conferring. As a result, practical 

questions concerning meaningfulness often have multiple, incommensurable yet equally 

‘correct’ answers; and deliberation in the context of meaningfulness therefore frequently 

gives rise to cases of plural rationality. That is, in the context of meaningfulness, the facts 

and reasons that there are, do not determine a unique course of action that an agent ought 

to pursue. I note that whereas within the traditional dialectic, plural rationality is often 

thought to be a problem for incompatibilists, within the context of meaningfulness, it is 

instead a problem for certain compatibilists if, as is the case with Fischer and Ravizza, and 

Wolf, one’s account of agency cannot explain what happens when an agent resolves a 

rational dilemma. 

To this point in the argument I have identified two features of meaningfulness that appear 

to cause problems for accounts of agency. First, meaningfulness is necessarily a temporally 

extended feature of an agent’s life and it therefore requires an account of agency over time. 

Second, the realm of values with which meaningfulness is concerned appears pluralistic, 

thereby giving rise to the problem of plural rationality. The transcendent accounts of 

meaningfulness that I discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 do not focus primarily on the 

temporally extended nature of meaningfulness, although I take it to be an implicit feature 

of those accounts. An alternative approach to the question of what makes life meaningful, 

however, emerges when one focuses on meaningfulness as a necessarily temporally 

extended feature of lives. In Chapter 6 I examined the suggestion that the meaningfulness 

of an agent’s life is a function of the shape of one’s life – or of particular periods of that 

life. More specifically, I examined the suggestion that the meaningfulness of an agent’s life 

is determined by that life’s narrative structure. Just as with the transcendent accounts 

examined earlier, I argued that a narrative account of meaningfulness is only plausible 

inasmuch as one assumes that an agent is, in an important sense, the author of their own 

narrative. In the context of such a narrative account of meaningfulness, the temporally 

extended nature of meaningfulness takes centre stage. With this in mind, I examined two 

different accounts of agency – those of David Velleman and Michael Bratman – which 

both place a considerable importance on the exercise of agency over time, rather than 

simply at individual instances of action.  

However, I argued that Velleman and Bratman’s respective accounts again fall short of 

providing all that is required for the connection between an agent and the potentially 
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meaning-conferring features of their life. Drawing on a further modification of the case of 

Sisyphus, I demonstrated that neither Velleman nor Bratman’s accounts ensure that an 

agent will be relevantly active with respect to those features of their motivational 

psychology that issue in potentially meaning-conferring behaviours. Now the problem that 

I identify with Bratman’s and Velleman’s accounts is a common problem faced by 

reductive accounts of agency. What I needed to show is how this is an especially pressing 

problem within the context of meaningfulness in lives.  

In a number of earlier chapters I argued that our concern with the meaningfulness of our 

lives is predicated on the assumption that we are relevantly active with regard to the 

potentially meaning-conferring features of our lives, where ‘relevantly active’ is to be 

understood broadly in terms of self-expression. But the value of self-expressions depends 

on the value of the self expressed and thus we must be concerned with the nature and 

source of the self being expressed. In the context of meaningfulness, therefore, the 

question of what speaks for the agent is essentially linked to the issue of how the self of 

agency comes into existence.  

Drawing on the insightful discussion of Nozick and Kane about the connection between 

the desire for incompatibilist free will and the notion of objective worth, I argued that our 

concern with the meaningfulness of our lives – our desire that our lives amount to 

something rather than nothing – is of a piece with our desire to be responsible not only for 

our actions but also, in an important sense, for the nature of ourselves. In this way, our 

concern with meaningfulness, and our concern with a particularly robust form of agency, 

are importantly related. 

II. THE LIMITS OF THE ARGUMENT 

The aim of the main argument of the thesis is twofold. First, I wanted to show that the 

nature of our concern with issues of freedom and responsibility and agency goes well 

beyond a concern with our freedom or responsibility or agency with respect to individual 

instances of action. We do care about things such as the conditions under which it is 

legitimate to hold individuals morally responsible for their actions, and a legitimate part of 

our interest in issues of freedom and responsibility and agency is grounded in such 

concerns. But our lives are also full of so many other normative and practical concerns; 

concerns that are importantly connected to our conception of ourselves as independent 
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sources of activity in the world. The main argument of this thesis is intended to elucidate 

one of these concerns – our concern or desire that we live meaningful lives – and how this 

concern is related to more familiar concepts of freedom, responsibility and agency. 

And this takes us to the second aim of the main argument: to explore whether 

compatibilist accounts of freedom and agency possess the theoretical resources to provide 

for the connection between an agent and the potentially meaning-conferring features of 

their life. In Chapters 3 to 6 I sought to show that a number of prominent compatibilists 

are unable to provide all that is required for the connection between an agent and the 

potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. Moreover, I sought to highlight what it 

is about the concept of meaningfulness that presents problems for a number of prominent 

compatibilist accounts of freedom and agency. 

Inasmuch as I argue that a number of compatibilist accounts of agency are unable to 

provide for the requisite connection between an agency and the potentially meaning-

conferring features of their life, it might be thought that the thesis seeks to advance the 

contention that meaningfulness is incompatible with determinism. This is a bold 

contention, and while it is one that I have significant sympathy for, it is not a contention 

that I explicitly seek to advance. Instead, I seek to advance the more modest claim that 

even if one grants that compatibilists can show that the truth of determinism would not be 

a threat to an individual being free, or responsible, or exercising agency with respect to 

individual instances of action, this does not show that the truth of determinism would be 

no threat at all to important features that we take our lives to have, and in particular, to our 

conception of our lives as potentially meaningful. Moreover, in examining the limits of a 

number of prominent compatibilist accounts of freedom and agency, I seek to show how 

the almost exclusive focus of the traditional dialectic on issues of responsibility and on 

individual instances of action, has led to the development of accounts of freedom and 

agency that are importantly limited. In particular, the examination of issues of agency and 

freedom within the context of the question of meaningfulness in lives highlights that 

accounts of agency or freedom which have been developed within the context of the 

traditional dialectic often pay insufficient attention to two important matters: (i) that we 

care that agency can be exercised over time, not only at a time; and (ii) that we care about 

the exercise of agency in situations of plural rationality. While this is clearly a far less bold 

contention than the claim the meaningfulness is incompatible with determinism, it 
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nonetheless reveals important limitations of the traditional dialectic and suggests one 

direction in which philosophers of agency may wish to look in seeking to continue to 

develop richer and more robust accounts of agency. 

III. POTENTIAL OBJECTIONS 

It is obvious that there are numerous potential objections to any substantive philosophical 

claim. Over the course of the thesis I have sought to respond to or pre-empt any obvious 

objections or counter-examples to particular claims that I have made. Moreover, in Chapter 

7 I responded to a potential objection to my primary contention that an agent must be 

relevantly active with respect to the potentially meaning-conferring features of their life. It 

might be thought that a particular class of accounts of meaningfulness – theistic accounts – 

is able to simply bypass issues of agency, since on theistic accounts God might be thought 

to be able to provide meaningfulness with respect to which an agent is essentially passive. I 

argued, however, that this is not the case and that plausible theistic accounts of 

meaningfulness in lives do not bypass the issue of agency. Moreover, I argued that contrary 

to first impressions, the case of the conversion of the disciple Paul on the road to 

Damascus does not provide a counter-example to my central claim. 

Nonetheless, I want to briefly discuss and respond to a number of further potential 

objections to my main argument. Not only do I hope to show why these particular 

objections are not problematic for my main argument but also the discussion of potential 

objections will help to further clarify the scope and target of the main argument. 

In Chapters 3 to 6 you raise a series of objections to various accounts of freedom and agency, arguing that 

that they fail to provide an adequate account of the connection required between an agent and the potentially 

meaning-conferring features of their life. But none of the accounts that you criticise purport to provide an 

account for this connection. As such, your criticism is misdirected. 

It is true that I seek to apply the accounts of freedom and agency that I discuss in Chapters 

3 to 6 to a context for which they were not originally intended. With the exception of 

Fischer, who does explicitly seek to connect his account of freedom and responsibility with 

the issue of meaningfulness,1 the other scholars whose views I discuss do not explicitly 

                                                
1 John Martin Fischer, “Stories and the Meaning of Life,” in Our Stories (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011). 
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consider the connection between agency and meaningfulness. This objection, however, 

misunderstands the nature of my criticism of the accounts of freedom and agency that I 

consider. My claim is not that these accounts of freedom and agency fail to achieve 

something which they set out to do, but rather that they have not set out to do all that they 

should. The nature of the traditional dialectic means many accounts of freedom and agency 

have been developed on the basis of an almost exclusive focus on individual instances of 

action and with a particular focus on moral responsibility. As I argue in various places, 

however, the nature of our freedom and agency also arises in different contexts; in 

particular, it is relevant to our conception of our lives as potentially meaningful. As such, 

while I do not claim that the accounts of freedom and agency that I consider fall short of 

some standard that they set for themselves or even which it is usually thought that 

accounts of freedom and agency should be subject to, I do argue that they are importantly 

limited. If one agrees that an agent must be relevantly active with respect to the potentially 

meaning-conferring features of their life – as I have argued – then it is reasonable to ask 

what such activity consists in and whether any of the prominent, compatibilist accounts of 

freedom and agency can provide it. In Chapters 3 to 6, I argue that they cannot. 

Even if one grants that you have shown that compatibilist accounts of agency are inadequate for the accounts 

of meaningfulness you have considered, there are other accounts of meaningfulness available that do not raise 

questions of agency in the same way. So a compatibilist needs merely choose another account of 

meaningfulness in which questions of agency do not arise. 

It is true that there may be potential accounts of meaningfulness for which questions of 

agency do not arise. Subjectivism is the most obvious account of meaningfulness for which 

such questions do not arise. If one defines meaningfulness in terms of some kind of desire 

satisfaction model, then questions of agency seem simply irrelevant. But the subjectivist 

account of meaningfulness is unattractive. As the discussion in Chapter 2 § III revealed, to 

ask about the meaningfulness of an agent’s life seems to be to ask about more than 

whether the agent finds their life satisfying or worthwhile. Consider the subjectivist 

response to the predicament of Sisyphus. According to the subjectivist, all that needs to be 

added to Sisyphus’s life of eternal, unsuccessful rock rolling is a desire to do just the task 

that the gods have assigned him. If Sisyphus desires to continually, unsuccessfully roll a 

rock up a hill, then he will be perfectly fulfilled by the task assigned to him by the gods. But 

while we might agree that this would be more pleasant for Sisyphus than his original 
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predicament, and while we can grant that this would be a better life than the life in which 

he is constantly frustrated by the task assigned to him, none of this changes the fact that 

the task is pointless. And as I discussed in Chapter 3 § II, this pointlessness undercuts the 

possibility of meaningfulness. At most, I need to grant that the compatibilist has available 

to them accounts of meaningfulness, such as the subjective account, for which questions of 

agency do not so clearly arise. But such accounts are unattractive and this would be a heavy 

price to pay for one’s compatibilism. 

You speak about meaningfulness in general terms and never provide your reader with an account of what 

meaningfulness in lives consists in. This relative open-endedness undercuts your claims about the limitations 

of compatibilist accounts of agency. If we’re never really told what meaningfulness consists in, how can we 

determine whether or not it requires the exercise of a kind of agency that compatibilists are unable to 

provide? 

It is true that I do not provide a fully articulated account of meaningfulness. But my 

argument would be weaker if I did. My claim is not that compatibilists are unable to 

provide all that we require for a particular account of meaningfulness, but rather that they 

lack the theoretical resources to provide for the kind of agency that is relevant to 

meaningfulness in general. At most I need to articulate necessary but not sufficient 

conditions for an account of meaningfulness. And the discussion in the preceding chapters 

allows me to conclude that an adequate account of meaningfulness should: (i) recognise 

meaningfulness as a necessarily temporally extended feature or property of agents’ lives; 

and (ii) not allow that a meaningful life might be solely the result of something that 

happens to an agent (i.e. something with respect to which an agent is essentially passive), 

rather than something the agent does. To these two conditions I would add that any 

plausible naturalist account of meaningfulness should recognise the plurality of values that 

characterises the realm of meaningfulness, although I acknowledge that certain theistic 

accounts may be able avoid this further condition. Finally, I note that the discussion of the 

conditions of freedom and responsibility in the traditional dialectic is generally 

characterised by a discussion of the necessary, rather than sufficient, conditions for 

freedom and responsibility. If I were to be required to provide a fully articulated account of 

meaningfulness in order to advance my claims about meaningfulness and agency, I would 

be required to do more than is asked of the interlocutors in the traditional dialectic. 
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IV. WHY DOES MOVING BEYOND THE TRADITIONAL DIALECTIC MATTER? 

I began this thesis with an observation about our pre-philosophical concerns regarding the 

possible truth of determinism. I then argued that the traditional dialectic surrounding the 

problem of determinism has failed to adequately respond to these concerns because of its 

almost exclusive focus on individual instances of action and on moral responsibility. I have 

no doubt that we care deeply about whether we are in fact free and morally responsible for 

particular actions. Notions of praise, of blame, or of pride and of regret, all seem to rely on 

certain assumptions about the role that we play, as agents, in the aetiology of our actions. 

The traditional dialectic surrounding the problem of determinism, and indeed the 

philosophy of action and agency more broadly, has contributed an enormous amount to 

our understanding of these assumptions and of the practices that they underpin. And while 

the dialectic terrain may still be marked by deep divisions, it is also characterised by a 

richness of discussion that is only possible because of the years of thought, and the mega 

litres of ink, which have gone into debating the issues that lay at the centre of the 

traditional dialectic. One of the main aims of this thesis has been to show that despite the 

richness of the existing literature on issues of freedom, responsibility and agency, there are 

still important philosophical issues in this area that have gone largely unaddressed. In all 

philosophy, but in particular in areas such as this in which we are concerned with our 

practical and normative lives, I think our philosophical inquiry should seek to respond to 

our most urgent and deeply felt concerns. And while we undoubtedly have reason to be 

concerned about whether we are morally responsible or free with respect to particular 

individual instances of action, it is rarely these questions that occupy our thoughts and keep 

us up at night. Instead, I think we are more likely to be concerned with the kind of lives we 

lead and the kind of people that we are. We are concerned – at least in my experience – 

with questions about the direction of our lives, about careers, about relationships, about 

our projects. And we are concerned about how to balance and juggle these things within 

our lives. I might be worried about whether I should take a job that I know I will find 

challenging and rewarding, but which will mean I am able to spend less time with my 

family. Or whether I should continue to invest in a relationship to which I feel a sense of 

obligation, but from which I now get little value. It seems to me that we are deeply 

concerned with such questions – questions about the shape and character of our lives – 

and it is such concerns that the notion of meaningfulness responds to.  It is because of the 

importance of such questions and concerns in our practical lives that I think we need to 
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look more carefully at freedom and agency beyond the confines of the traditional dialectic. 

If it does nothing else, my hope is that this thesis will encourage those who read it to think 

more broadly about why freedom and agency matter and about whether our philosophical 

conceptions of freedom and agency possess the resources to do the tasks that we most 

urgently need them to do.  
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