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Abstract 
The author has attempted a dubbleedged purpose, as indicated by the title. The author firstly 

deals with Pereboom; begining with his so-called ‘wild coincidence’-argument, by which 

Pereboom claims agent-causation to be unlikely. The author argues that this argument lacks 

both scope and strenght. The author then deals with the question of compatiblity between 

physics and agent-causation as related to Pereboom’s basic problematization; whether agent-

causation would or would not diverge from what is expected (from any other event) given our 

best physical theories. This results in a strong criticism against Pereboom’s whole position, 

and a positive argument for agent-causation. 

After the first purpose is achieved, the author turns to the purpose indicated by the subtitle. 

The author presents a general criticism against the field of metaethics concerning the question 

of free will. The author also makes suggestions for a possible solution. 

Keywords: hard incompatibilism, agent-causation, metaethics, free will, Derk Pereboom, 

metaphysics, physics, probability, modality, quantum physics, Wigner’s friend 

 

Sammanfattning 
Författaren har, som titeln indikerar, tagit på sig ett tveeggat problem. Först hanterar 

författaren Pereboom; och börjar med hans så kallade ‘wild coincidence’-argument, med 

vilket Pereboom hävdar att agentkausalitet är osannlik. Författaren menar att detta argument 

saknar både omfång och styrka. Författaren hanterar sedan frågan om kompatibilitet mellan 

fysik och agentkausalitet, så som den är relaterad till Perebooms grundläggande 

problematisering; huruvida agentkausalitet skulle eller inte skulle avvika från vad som vi 

förväntar oss (givet någon annan händelse) från våra bästa fysiska teorier. Detta resulterar i en 

stark kritik mot Perebooms hela position, och ett positivt argument för agentkausalitet. 

Efter att det första syftet är avklarat, så vänder sig författaren till undertitelns syfte. 

Författaren presenterar en generell kritik mot fältet metaetik avseende frågan om fri vilja. 

Författaren föreslår även en möjlig lösning på problemet. 

Nyckelord: hård inkompatiblism, agentkausalitet, metaetik, fri vilja, Derk Pereboom, 

metafysik, fysik, sannolikhet, modalitet, kvantfysik, Wigners vän 

 



 

 

“I believe [---] that there is a cat somewhere who’s alive and dead at the same time 

(although if they don’t ever open the box to feed it it’ll eventually just be two 

different kinds of dead).” 

– Sam in American Gods (Gaiman 2005:425) 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
In this essay I will comment mainly upon a single part of Derk Pereboom’s arguments for his 

hard incompatibilism position, his (meta)physical argument against, and problematization of, 

agent-causation. The short story of the argument is that Pereboom considers agent-causation 

to be unlikely (a “wild coincidence”) given our best physical theories (see Pereboom 2008, 

Pereboom 2007, Pereboom 2005, Pereboom 2004, Pereboom 2001, Pereboom 1995, 

Pereboom 20101). 

The question of (meta)physics versus free will is one of the oldest metaethical questions, here 

presented in a modern form. Amongst its older relatives is the question whether or not 

Newtonian physics could be reconciled with free will, which is the question of compatibilism 

or incompatibilism. While a compatibilist believes in this reconciliation, an incompatibilist 

would be a person that doesn’t believe that determinism is compatible with free will. But this 

essay is about hard incompatibilism, the belief that neither determinism nor indeterminism is 

compatible with free will. What is important to remember, about hard incompatibilism, is that 

the kind of free will that Pereboom speaks of is a free will that is required for moral 

responsibility (cf. Pereboom 2001:xix).2,3 

The first purpose of the essay is to undermine both Pereboom’s ‘wild coincidence’-argument 

and to show that the basic problematization, which the argument is built from, is in fact not 

problematic – therefore undermining Pereboom’s whole position. 

A problematization in itself is a relative concept, firstly its most elementary basis is the old 

question presented above – can free will and (meta)physics reconcile. The basis for 

Pereboom’s problematization (in a neutral form) is however the question if events caused by 

an agent-cause will or will not diverge from what is expected from our best physical theories; 

the ‘wild coincidence’-argument stems from Pereboom’s position in this problematization. 

                                                
1 I read a manuscript for an unpublished book by Pereboom in 2010. It coincides well with his text from 2007, 
which in turn coincides well with his earlier writings on the same issue; all of this is indicated by my references. 
More importantly, this indicates that at least up until 2009/2010 Pereboom did hold the same beliefs that are 
about to be presented. I will reference this “source”; it will however never be used as a primary source. 
2 Pereboom uses a matrix from Strawson to fully define his position. It is a matrix consisting of every possible  
“positions on determinism (D) and the sort of free will required for moral responsibility (F), using t for ‘true,’ f 
for ‘false,’ and ? for ‘don’t know’”. Pereboom assigns hard incompatibilism to all those – three positions – that 
considers F to be false no matter the assigned truth-value for D (Pereboom 2001:xix). 
3 Hereafter these two subjects, free will and moral responsibility are refered to via the question of free will. It is 
in this context that the question of free will is discussed in this essay. If the reader believes that free will can 
never be sufficient to be morally responsibility, or that one may never be morally responsible, the reader may 
view this essay as an essay on free will, lacking those fundaments. 
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Pereboom’s position (which would be his, subjective, view) in this problematization is that an 

agent-cause, in the long run, needs to diverge from what is expected given our best physical 

theories if that agent-cause is to be considered to have free will. My intention when dealing 

with Pereboom’s problematization is to show that we have reasons to believe in agent-

causation with or without divergencies. Therefore dealing with the more neutral parts of his 

problematization, to completely undermine the whole problem.4 

In the most common “paradigm” this discussion would be seen as a pro-argument for agent-

causation and a counter-argument against hard incompatibilism. However, I wish these 

particular arguments to be viewed from another perspective. They can, and I insist that they 

should, be viewed as example of what I believe could be a general problem of the debate on 

free will. However, I also believe that the essay can be viewed in the more classical sense, as 

pro- and counterargumentations. This gives the essay a dual contextual or a dual interpretative 

context or perspective, since it is possible to (up until Chapter V) read it in two different 

ways, though Chapters I-IV have mainly been written in the more conventional sense. 

However, even though the chapters mostly work as classical pro- and counterarguments the 

structure of the essay is quite different from the most common classical form, since it doesn’t 

follow a normal linear progression. It begins with this normal introduction, stating it’s 

purpose and structure and indicating some of the writer’s basic positions, then delving into 

Pereboom’s argumentation in Chapter II. After that I will deal with Pereboom’s ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument in Chapter III. What I will do is to look at his ‘wild coincidence’-

argument from both a physical and metaphysical perspective. Both main argumentations in 

this chapter focus on one type of counter-arguments against Pereboom, the question of what 

unlikely means in this context. Firstly I will begin arguing that the problem of reconciliation 

between agent-causation and physics is a mistake based on misunderstandings of statistical 

physics on Pereboom’s part, and further analyzing the threads that develop from that idea. 

Secondly I will argue that the argument of “wild coincidence” has no bearing on the issue of 

free will since it is only valid in a context where it has the wrong scope. This argument is 

meant to completely disprove his argument (or the scope of it). 

                                                
4 The reader should keep the relative sense of the problematization in mind, since all three meanings will be used 
in this essay – so as not to confuse i.e. Pereboom’s position in his problematization with Pereboom’s more 
neutral problematization. The reader should also realize that while I in this essay will present good reasons for 
believing in agent-causation, one might always present new reasons for the elementary problem – therefore 
disabling complete proofs. This will be discussed when Chapter V is introduced. 
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Now, while Chapter II presents Pereboom’s position (both argument and problematization), 

Chapter III only deals with the main argument – attempting to completely disprove it. 

However, as you will see some parts of the issues will hang on like glue, so after having 

undermined Pereboom’s main argument, Chapter IV will deal with those remaining parts 

when addressing the basic problematization; since even though their are problems in his 

argument the arguments might be based on ideas that might have merit on their own. I will 

discuss the basic problem of divergencies that is the basis of Pereboom’s whole 

problematization. I will show that Pereboom’s problematization is unproblematic given our 

best physical theories, that no matter how one positions oneself when it comes to divergencies 

we may find arguments to support agent-causation. My intention is to dissolve his basic 

problematization in Chapter IV, therefore totally undermining his complete position on agent-

causation.5 

Since Chapter II presents the basis of Pereboom’s whole position – both his basic problem 

and argument, Chapter III may follow linearly from that. However, Chapter IV is partly going 

back to Chapter II, again, rather then completely following Chapter III in a straight linear 

progression (since it deals with Pereboom’s basic problematization, which is more 

fundamental then his main argument). What I am doing is giving Pereboom every possible 

chance to see if any part of his position holds, and the purpose is a complete undermining 

instead of only a partial criticism. 

The idea of this is that an argument may be tested on its own (by other arguments), but this 

does not falsify the basic problematization (that the argument is based on). Therefore both 

argument and problematization needs to be dealt with to completely undermine the whole 

position. 

Because of this these two chapters (III & IV) are partly logically parallel too each other, even 

though at some instances I will use the fact that they are presented after each other to deal 

with issues that are related in another sense. 6 

                                                
5 It might seem as if I have used at least two meanings of the word “position”. Firstly position was used to mark 
Pereboom’s opinion in the neutral problematization (whether or not we should expect divergencies...). Now 
position is used as the sum of problematization and argument, but actually these are all the same, because the 
position appears both in problematization and argument as the subjective standpoint, and as such the sum of 
these positions (both in problematization and argument) form the total position of Pereboom. 
6 In this essay Chapter III and IV deals mainly with complementary parts of Chapter II, and Chapter IV is only at 
moments connected linearly with Chapter III. 
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As previously stated, in Chapter V I will deal with the second purpose of this essay, which is 

to describe the basic merits for a different view on metaethics and how it could take form. 

This could be seen as a complete rebutting of many of my previous conclusions in Chapter III 

and IV. This might seem very strange. However we might compare it with Wittgenstein’s 

conclusion in Tractatus: 

“My propositions are elucidatory in this way : he who understands me finally recognize them as 
senseless, when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak 
throw away the ladder, after he has claimed up on it.)” (Wittgenstein 1999:108, 6.54.) 

Wittgenstein then ends the quote saying: “He must surmount these propositions ; then he sees 

the world rightly.” However, I don’t claim to have achieved anything like that in Chapter V, 

nor do I believe that you will see the metaethical question of free will rightly. What I claim is 

to have laid a foundation that would deny some of my earlier findings, partly based on those 

findings, and that if it would be properly developed might have the propensity to yield a more 

fruitful discussion about the metaethical question of free will. 

Now, the essay has this dual sense, and can basically be read with or without Chapter V. 

However, reading the essay without Chapter V would reduce it to an essay that is part of what 

I believe to be the problem of metaethics, rather then being part of the solution. Therefore: 

even though you could read it without Chapter V, it would be wrong. 

Chapter V changes the context, giving the other chapters an interpretative frame, and also 

gives the reader a view on how I would like my work to be continued; not as a more 

developed theory on agent-causation, but as an argument for a change in the debate itself. 

This relates to issues both in Chapter III, and Chapter IV; the reader of this essay may in both 

chapters note the complexity of the issues, and that it seems that the relation between physics 

and metaphysics is a basis for the problems, we have, to truly and conclusively present a 

theory on free will. In Chapter III we can see that an argument that could have had merit 

physically has no bearing metaphysically, and in Chapter IV we may present arguments for a 

true compatibility between our best physical theories and agent-causation, we might even say 

that our best physical theories gives us reason to believe in agent-causation, but ultimately we 

cannot prove agent-causation.7 

                                                
7 This might be used as a criticism against the essay, but I strongly believe that the readability of Chapter III and 
IV is greatly served by not being outspokenly related to the question in Chapter V. Furthermore I believe that 
because the limitation of an essay of this type, Chapter V is also better served if the reader on her own may 
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So even though I believe I have presented strong and solid arguments, I also believe that they 

are ultimately limited by the context in which they take place (cf. footnote 4). Because 

arguing against Pereboom I am partly arguing in Pereboom’s contextual realm, and that is 

why I have added Chapter V – to give the essay another context. After this I will write a 

summation of the work, in Chapter VI, to remind the reader of the both dual contexts of the 

essay. 

Lastly, since this is a work concerning partly the relation between physics and metaphysics, it 

might be of value to give the reader a hint of the author’s position. I have a slightly 

(theoretical-) Kantian (cf. Kant 2004) influence on my (meta)physical views: such that 

physics is a distinctly separate antecedent of a (proper-)part of metaphysics and at least some 

parts of metaphysics are out of reach epistemically. I believe my arguments, presented in this 

essay, cohere with many other conceptions of metaphysics, and it is my intention to present an 

argumentation that is relatively neutral when it comes to a metaphysical positioning. However 

those that consider physics and metaphysics as more co-joined, perhaps even identical or 

equivalent, might take issue with some of my arguments (or rather my positioning when it 

comes to elementary problematizations). 

                                                                                                                                                   
evaluate the previous chapters in the context given by Chapter V. Otherwise it would be a singular ad-hocian 
essay. Instead Chapter V serves as an idea on how to continue this essay in a none-classical sense, and the 
background details from previous chapters serves Chapter Vs purpose better because it is thus presented in a 
more neutral form (since those chapters are serving their own purpose). 
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Chapter II: Pereboom’s Position 
In this chapter I will first present a brief theoretical context before plunging into Pereboom’s 

‘wild coincidence’-argument, and his related problematization, in a more in-depth treatment. 

Firstly Pereboom is an incompatibilist, so what commonly remains – for the positive belief in 

free will – is some sort of libertarianism (the belief that indeterminism is both necessary and 

sufficient for free will). However, Pereboom argues that an undetermined event in itself is not 

sufficient for free will since it can’t evade the luck objection (Pereboom 2007:110f, Pereboom 

2004:275-278).  

An uncomplicated and simplified version of the luck objection could be explained like this: If 

x is considered free because x has certain options to do {a, b, c...} that are available and likely 

to a certain degree, would x be considered free even if event ‘a’ just happened to happen? The 

most obvious example would be a 50/50 situation: how would a 50/50 situation with a “free 

agent” differ from a 50/50 situation where chance played its part? To answer the luck 

objection something special is required from the agent, such that it makes an event caused by 

an agent differ from an event involving an agent, but caused by luck (cf. Pereboom 

2004:275f). Here is where agent-causation comes in. Agent-causation is simply the ability to 

cause without being caused. Agent-causation therefore separates events caused by agents 

from other events simply by separating them from the normal causal chain.8 

We will skip a presentation of any fully developed theories of agent-causation since it is not 

necessary to deal with neither for the purpose of the essay nor for any of it’s special-case 

argumentation. I believe that the short definition above (cause without being caused) works as 

a necessary and sufficient requirement for agent-causation, that in this context should be both 

specified and general enough. 

As you will see in the presentation of Pereboom’s position I have used sources mainly from 

the 21st century. However, most of his theories related to his ‘wild coincidence’-argument 

date back in time until at least 1995 (Pereboom 1995:28ff). In different sources we find 

mostly minor alterations of language, except of course for responses to counter-argument 

                                                
8 The luck objection can be used against agent-causation if one argues from a position where the agent-cause in 
her agent-cause-self is as likely to do A as to do B. Now it seems that the difference between occurrences of A or 
B can’t be explained by the agent-cause. However, this is in my mind a weak argument that may only works as a 
special-case when moral responsibility might be canceled out. I will not discuss this further, since it is not 
necessary to deal with the luck objection, in this sense, to achieve the goal of undermining Pereboom. 
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against his earlier texts and such. Naturally there are some developments of the arguments 

from 1995, and his book from 2001 is more extended on some issues. However, even though 

the argumentations in some sources are extended, the material has over time evolved into his 

core position that has remained intact over time. I will focus on his later writings, since these 

necessarily should represent his best arguments to date. However all the Pereboom-sources 

used in this essay are coherent both over time and with his 1995-position, which the reader 

can see from my references. 

Since Pereboom doesn’t believe that agent-causation theories are affected by the “luck 

objection” he presents another argument against it and it begins like this: even with agent-

causation “we at some point would affect the physical world external the agent-cause”. Now 

Pereboom says it seems that “If the physical world were generally governed by deterministic 

laws, it seems that at the point of interaction we would then encounter divergences from these 

laws”. Now, Pereboom claims that the possible suggestion that the indeterministic choices 

(from the agent-causes) might just happened to match the deterministic physical laws would 

be a wild coincidence, “too wild to be believed” (Pereboom 2007:111f, cf. Pereboom 

2004:278f, cf. Pereboom 2001:79, cf. Pereboom 1995:28, cf. Pereboom 2010). 

However, according to “the standard interpretation of quantum mechanics” the world is not 

deterministic but rather “governed by probabilistic statistical laws” says Pereboom. I will 

argue that the way Pereboom presents this gives credit to a simplification of our best physical 

theories, but with that in mind we can accept this description at this point in the argument 

(Pereboom 2007:112, cf. Pereboom 2001:81). 

Pereboom now returns to his ‘wild coincidence’-argument, adjusting it to fit a probabilistic 

physics by asking us to: 

“Consider the class of possible actions each of which has a physical component whose 
antecedent probability of occurring is approximately 0.32. It would not violate the statistical 
laws in the sense of being logically incompatible with them if, for a large number of instances, 
the physical components in this class were not actually realized close to 32 percent of the time. 
Rather, the force of the statistical law is that for a large number of instances it is correct to 
expect physical components in the class to be realized close to 32 percent of the time.” 
(Pereboom 2007:112, Pereboom 2010, cf. Pereboom 2005:245 which is almost identical except 
minor variations and an extra footnote, cf. Pereboom 2001:82f, cf. Pereboom 1995:30) 

Pereboom claims that “The proposal that agent-caused free choices do not diverge from what 

the statistical laws predict for the physical components of our actions would run so sharply 
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counter to what we would expect as to make it incredible” (Pereboom 2007:112, Pereboom 

2005:245, Pereboom 2010, cf. Pereboom 2001:83). 

In my opinion Pereboom’s claim at this moment requires some solid arguments, since the 

whole position is dependent on it, hanging by a thread. Pereboom’s pro-arguments, for the 

previous claim, in an earlier source, are similar to his later dealings with two different 

counter-arguments against that source.9 

Firstly Pereboom quotes Clark who “contends that ‘If there can be substance causation at all, 

then it seems that there can be substance causation the propensities of the exercise of which 

conform with complete nondeterministic microlevel causal laws” (Pereboom 2007:112, cf. 

Pereboom 2005:245, cf. Clarke 2003:181, cf. Pereboom 2010)10. Pereboom grants this 

possibility. Secondly Pereboom deals with Timothy O’Connor’s criticism of Pereboom’s 

earlier work from 2001 (see: O’Connor 2003:309, Pereboom 2001) that presents another type 

of argument for the conformities. I believe variations of these arguments could be sound, but 

since I will first focus on Pereboom’s counter-argument I will return to this only later in 

Chapter IV, (Pereboom 2007:112f, Pereboom 2005:245f, Pereboom 2010). 

When dealing with Clarke and O’Connor, Pereboom reaches a conclusion (that I agree 

with):11 

“However, to answer the luck objection, the causal power exercised by the agent must be of a 
different sort from that of the events that shape the agent-causal power, and on the occasion of a 
free decision, the exercise of these causal powers must be distinct from the exercise of the causal 
powers of the events.”  (Pereboom 2007:113, Pereboom 2005:246, Pereboom 2010) 

                                                
9 He writes, that may be compared to later quotations: “If agent-caused free action were compatible with what 
according to the statistical law is overwhelmingly likely, then for a large enough number of instances, these 
possible actions would have to be freely chosen close to 32 percent of the time” again referring to a “wild 
coincidence” (Pereboom 2001:83). He further sees this as “observational evidence that bears strongly on the 
question” (Pereboom 2001:84). But he ignores several facts, i.e. (1) the long run, severely exceeds the life of an 
agent-cause, therefore, it could be argued that, it would enable influence, (2) the agent-cause might be effecting 
or controlling the statistically expected outcome, therefore being completely coherent with it (and be free). The 
possibility of these types of arguments will be discussed in Chapter IV. 
10 Pereboom gives the wrong source for the Clarke-quote in some sources: “Clarke, Randolph (2003) Libertarian 
Theories of Free Will (Oxford: Oxford University Press)” (Fischer et al 2007:220, cf. Pereboom 2010). No such 
book exists according to OUP’s website. However, in Pereboom 2005:245 & Pereboom 2004:285 (in Pereboom 
2004 the book is used in another context) the title of the book is correctly stated as Libertarian Accounts of Free 
Will. The source is correctly presented in this essay (see p. 42). 
11 It is necessary to be able to separate common events from agent-caused events if they are to be considered 
special in such a way that grants the agent such an uncaused-causing differentiated from normal event-causation. 
This, clearly, is analytically true. 
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And he further advocates his basic position, which I believe to be false or at least overly 

simplified since it is presented as a deduction while it requires separate proof (I will deal with 

this in Chapter IV): 

“Given this requirement, we would expect the decisions of the agent-cause to diverge, in the 
long run, from the frequency of choices that would be extremely likely on the basis of the events 
alone.  If we nevertheless found conformity, we would have very good reason to believe that the 
agent-causal power was not of a different sort from the causal powers of the events after all, and 
that on the occasion of particular decisions, the exercise of these causal powers was not...” 
(Pereboom 2007:113, Pereboom 2005:245, Pereboom 2010, cf. Pereboom 2001:83f) 

In various sources Pereboom continues this quote with only slight differences, all with the 

same basic meaning, ending in his ‘wild coincidence’-argument: 

“...token-distinct from the exercise of the causal powers of the events.  Or else, this conformity 
would be a wild coincidence, not to be expected and without an explanation.” (Pereboom 
2005:245, the bold markings are my notations, cf. Pereboom 2007:113, cf. Pereboom 2010)12 

This “wild coincidence” sums up the core of Pereboom’s argument. Pereboom believes that 

for agent-causation to be truly substantive the only likely option is that we have divergencies 

from the laws of physics; and when it comes to the option of there being actual divergences 

Pereboom’s argument is simply that we have no evidence for such beliefs (Pereboom 

2007:113, Pereboom 2001:85f, Pereboom 2010). However before ending his chapters 

Pereboom opens a door, saying: 

“On the other hand, nothing we've said conclusively rules out the claim that because we are 
agent causes, there exist such divergences.  We do not have a complete understanding of the 
human neural system, and it may turn out that some human neural structures are significantly 
differ significantly from anything else in nature we understand, and that they serve to ground 
agent causation.  This approach may be the best one for libertarians to pursue.  But at this point 
we have no evidence that it will turn out to be correct.” (Pereboom 2007:114, Pereboom 2010, 
cf. Pereboom 2001:86) 

In fact there are strong arguments to be made about the divergencies Pereboom is asking for. 

Using examples, that commonly could be seen as parallels to some of the issues in 

                                                
12 Even though the quote is still a response to O’Connor, Pereboom continues (in Pereboom 2005) re-iterating 
the same when facing another option from Clarke saying: “But again, for agent-causal libertarianism to solve the 
luck problem, the causal power of the agent cause must be of a different sort from that of the agent-and-reason-
involving events. If the causal power of the agent-cause were exhausted by the causal powers of these events, 
then we would indeed expect the activity of agent-causes to conform in the long run to the laws governing the 
events. But then the agent-causal power would not be of a different sort from the causal powers of the events. 
However, if the causal power of the agent were of a different sort, then we would expect, in the long run, 
divergences between patterns in which the agent as substance together with the events causes decisions and 
patterns in which only the events cause decisions. So either the luck problem remains unsolved, or the view 
generates wild coincidences, which would make it incredible” (Pereboom 2005:246). Making it obvious that he 
considers this a general idea, rather then a special case dealing with a single perspective (cf. Pereboom 2007:113, 
Pereboom 2010). 
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Schrödinger’s cat, E. P. Wigner argues that classical quantum mechanics calculations are at 

fault when it comes to human interaction; this could mean that when humans are involved the 

probabilities change, or diverge (Wigner 1995:247-260).13 

These faults could be the divergencies, from the laws of physics, that Pereboom was asking 

for. The basic problem seems to be that the level of complexity concerning quantum 

mechanics are unconsidered by Pereboom. This is one of the options I will consider in 

Chapter IV when we take a look at the Pereboom’s basic problematization – whether or not an 

agent-cause will diverge from what we would expect given our best physical theories. 

                                                
13 Wigner’s discussion has no references specific to Schrödinger’s cat, though Schrödinger is referenced (cf. 
Wigner 1995:251). Nevertheless the context is relevant. In Schrödinger’s cat a cat is put in a box. In the box 
there is a sensor that if triggered will release poison that will kill the cat. The sensor is linked to a radioactive 
decay that depends on wave function. The question of Schrödinger’s cat is whether the cat is dead or not, before 
one opens to box to find out – the wave function indicates a superimposition of the two possibilities (dead, alive) 
(cf. Penrose 2004:804ff – Penrose notes that “The version that I am presenting here differs, but only in 
inessential ways, from Schrödinger’s original version”, Penrose 2004:804). Wigner complicates the issue by 
asking what happens when a conscious human being becomes more involved in a joint system, and argues that 
because the person has certain knowledge about the ongoing event this makes the linear equations (wave 
function) unacceptable (Wigner 1995:247-260). The article has been reprinted from Wigner 1967:171-184, 
which in itself is a reprint from an earlier source. 
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Chapter III: Wild Coincidence and Metaphysics 
In the last chapter we saw that Pereboom at each moment in his argumentation returned to his 

‘wild coincidence’-argument. Two different main counter-argumentations against it will be 

the focus of this chapter. 

Firstly I will ask whether or not the ‘wild coincidence’-argument is a valid argument against 

agent-causation given that the physical reality in itself is full of unlikely events. In this 

context, of physical probability, a few different conceptions of the ‘wild coincidence’-

argument are possible – I will show that we can dismiss them all (however, some questions 

more related to Pereboom’s problematization will be dealt with in next chapter). In a larger 

context this relates to how metaethics can or cannot be reconciled with science in general. 

Pereboom’s claim is that we (likely) have a problem cohering science with free will theories 

of this type. I will argue that this is a mistake on Pereboom’s part, partly because he 

misunderstands important topics in the field of physical probability. However, more 

importantly for the discussion of free will is the question if we can reconcile the arguments 

with metaphysics, because the metaethical issue of free will is mainly a topic of metaphysics. 

In this context one may ask what “wild coincidence” means? Therefore, secondly, I will argue 

that the concept of “wild coincidence” cannot be fully explained in metaphysical terms and 

therefore the ‘wild coincidence’-argument has no bearing on the question of free will. If it on 

the other hand is treated as a physical argument then it can’t be about free will, since that is a 

metaphysical issue. Therefore whether or not the issue is considered in physical or 

metaphysical terms, Pereboom’s argument against agent-causation is nulled. 

However, we will start with the first counter-argument. To be able to deal with Pereboom’s 

statistical argument we need to remove ourselves from its symbolical or pictorial language 

and agree that “wild coincidence” means something that is “unlikely” to a certain (undefined) 

degree. 

My intention now is to show that an argument of this kind becomes very problematic when 

we examine the complexity of the meaning of “unlikeliness” when it is related to physics 

itself. A lot of common natural things that exists were in fact very unlikely before they were 

realized, but nevertheless they did happen. Generally these common yet unlikely events can 

be explained by the complexity of the physical reality. If we view the physical reality from a 

microscopic viewpoint we have a massive multitude of possibilities each with a probability 
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distinctly less then 1, and this often gives us an enormous set of possibilities each extremely 

unlikely, nevertheless one of these must be actualized. To further explain this we first need to 

explain the difference between a microstate and a macrostate. This is easily explained by 

examples using dices. In many games involving two dices, what is of interest is the added 

sum value of both dices, {2, 3, 4...10, 11, 12}; this value would then be the macrostate. 

Microstates are the states that make up a macrostate; in the case of the dices it would be the 

different configurations of each added sum. However, the concept may be applied in very 

many contexts (in different academical fields for instance) at different sublevels. An example 

of different sublevels could be given if we consider my black t-shirt as a “macro thing” that 

consists of a certain material in a certain form; now as a microlevel we might consider both 

the structure of the individual threads or we could go deeper and look at a molecular level, or 

even further, to pinpoint each atom. As a common-sense simplification – that is false, which 

will become evident momentarily – we could say that a macrostate is the “relevant 

configuration” that consists of a number of “irrelevant differences” (microstates), since 

normally it would be unimportant to consider which particular thread (or molecule/atom/...) 

that is positioned where because given our t-shirt/macro-context those are equivalent, 

however one thread is actually not the same as the other and from a micro-perspective we 

may describe the whole structure of the t-shirt referring not only to which 

threads/molecules/atoms/... that the t-shirt actually consists of but that that particular thread is 

in that particular place, and naturally there are many possible ways this might be configured 

while the t-shirt might as a “macro item” remain the same – and these possibilities are the 

microstates.14 

The problem with the simplification above was obviously related to the idea that microstates 

are irrelevant. Let me explain further; the microstates are all the possible combinations that 

make out the macrostates, i.e. for the two dices the macrostate 7 is made up of several 

microstates {1+6, 2+5, 3+4, 4+3, 5+2, 6+1}. Therefore the microstates are needed for us to be 

able to calculate the statistical probability for a certain macrostate, i.e. to get the probability of 

the dice-sum (macrostate) 7 you take to the number of microstates that make up ‘7’ and divide 

it with the totality of all possible microstates, 6/36 = 1/6. But the microstates are not only 

instrumental, since they also enable us to understand the probabilities that make up the 
                                                
14 This is not the same as saying that two different t-shirts are identical. The sameness is an equivalence, not an 
identity. The question of whether or not changing one equivalent thread for another would change the identity of 
the item is a (mereological) question that need not be dealt with here. The reader need only grasp the concept of 
micro- versus macrostates in such a manner that (s)he may understand the arguments about improbable things 
being natural in the physical description of reality. 
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physical reality. Usually when considering ordinary life the focus is on the macrostates, and 

analyzed from this perspective unlikely events rarely happen. But if we view the world from a 

microstate-perspective unlikely things happen all the time. Consider the possible macrostates 

‘7’ and ‘2’: 7 is six time as likely as 2, but any microstate constituting 7 is as likely as the only 

microstate constituting 2. One might think that since the macrostates are what makes up our 

moral interaction (decision-making) it is what is relevant. Pereboom also argues along these 

lines in a related context, saying basically that quantum indeterminacies are cancelled out in 

such big processes as making decisions (Pereboom 2001:81 & Pereboom 1995:29). But this is 

a separate issue (that will be dealt with partly in Chapter IV). In this context these types of 

arguments are irrelevant since because Pereboom argues that there is something unlikely 

about certain descriptions of these decisions (moral interactions) given our best physical 

theories, it is important to remember whether or not unlikely events of any type are part of our 

best physical theories or not.  

There’s an easy thought-experiment on the complexity of the world that can shine some light 

on some of these issues, without the complication of macro- and micro-perspectives. You can 

even perform this thought experiment as a practical experiment at home. Take a deck of cards 

and mix them in a random order (this can be achieved at a high accuracy using the flip of a 

coin or a precision dice). Now, the probability that the set of cards are in a specific order is 

1/52!, which equals approximately 1/8 ∙ 1067; as a comparison the size of the viewable universe 

is 1026 m (Bengtsson 2000:56). Even though the probability for this actual order was very low, 

it did happen, because the probability for any order was equally low, and the cards had to be 

ordered in some way. Therefore we may realize that, viewed from the fact that the cards had 

the order they did, what happened was extremely unlikely; but viewed from the fact that every 

order was just as unlikely, we’re not really surprised when some order appeared. 

Another example comes from Kittel and Kroemer, who argue that monkeys could never write 

Shakespeare. Given a 44 key typewriter, and assuming that ‘Hamlet’ is 100 000 characters 

long we have a probability of (1/44)100 000 that a randomly written text of 100 000 characters 

will be Hamlet. What we need to remember in this case is that any singular sequence is just as 

unlikely. Therefore the probability of any such random text ending up precisely as it did had 

the very same probability as ending up as ‘Hamlet’ – before it happened. 

If we find this confusing, we just need to think of the set of cards. We might also realize that 

the chance for sequences with only “linguistically intelligible” content versus sequences with 
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no or only partially intelligible content are also at extreme odds. Therefore, given a macro 

perspective, the type of text (unintelligible) is expected. However, given a micro-perspective, 

we have no way to determine which unlikely (“random”) text that will appear and any specific 

guess will given physical statistics be likely to never be satisfied. In fact Kittel and Kroemer 

argues that ‘Hamlet’, or any other book, will never be written by monkeys (Kittel & Kroemer 

1980:53 on “The meaning of ‘never.’”).15 

Again, we might re-iterate Pereboom’s pro-argument for his position, that any event on a 

larger level (large enough for making decisions) is a complex of many singular events, 

making it a complex that sort of cancels out any singular indeterminacies (Pereboom 2001:81, 

Pereboom 1995:29). Pereboom’s idea has some virtue, and it will be discussed in next 

chapter.  However, at this moment we can plainly see that it lacks strength since in the 

examples above we have seen that unlikely things do happen, even things large enough to be 

the function of a decision; actually the ‘Hamlet’-example is based on an example that is in 

fact large enough for making decisions. We might even say that producing a text with a 

particular content could be a very good example of a free or moral action. The example would 

work fine even when figures have been modified, in this context, for a human writer.16 

Hans-Uno Bengtsson gives us an example that works better for a more physical understanding 

of the macro- and micro-relations. He calculates the risk for spontaneous choking, from the 

idea that there would spontaneously be no air molecules in that part of the room where we try 

to breath (a hole-in-the-air). He quantifies a simple model and adds effects of temperature and 

pressure etcetera, and calculates an approximation of: 1 through a number the size of 1 

followed by 4,3 ∙ 1022 zeros. Compare that with the order of the cards given above, a number 

that only had 67 zeros we may draw the conclusion that we will “never” spontaneously choke 

(Bengtsson 2000:49-56). 

Like with the ‘Hamlet’-example, where any random text is as unlikely as the specific print of 

‘Hamlet’, we may raise related examples in the chocking-scenario. In an ideal model, 

ignoring gravitation etcetera, each possible microstate in the chocking-scenario would be as 

                                                
15 Kittel and Kroemer do not touch the micro-/macro-relations at this moment. However, it works fine as a good 
example of unlikely things happening, and why it isn’t strange. The calculations aren’t given in the text, since it 
is presented as a problem, in this advanced studies book. 
16 It certainly could be argued that complete randomness is not applicable to the human faculties. However we 
only need to extend the argument further. One hundred thousand characters is a very low sum when compared 
with the total outcome of every written text through history. Therefore even with a supremely higher probability 
for certain signs, the total probability all of the texts would still be extremely low. 
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likely as another (cf. Kjellander 2002:25). From this we can deduct that the exact positions of 

molecules in your room at this very moment, time t, was in fact less likely then that you 

would spontaneously choke, since the hole-in-the-air constitutes a macrostate (constituted by 

several microstates) while the exact position of the molecules in your room at time t is a 

(singular) microstate. On the other hand, when comparing macrostates, the hole-in-the-air in 

the room is so extremely unlikely in comparison to any “normal conditions”, that it would not 

happen, while the macrostate made out partly by the microstate at time t is probably very 

likely (cf. Bengtsson 2000:56). However, if we had calculated the microstate’s probability at 

time t I think we would all have agreed that it probably would not happen; nevertheless one of 

the possible microstates must be actualize.17 

As we noted before it would not help Pereboom to treat the micro-reality as redundant.18 At 

this moment we can also explain the more theoretical reason for this, that the macro reality is 

dependent upon the micro-reality.  We cannot calculate the probability for getting 7 when 

throwing two dices without recognizing that the macro reality (7) is part of the micro-reality 

(e.g. 3+4). This is a complexity completely ignored by Pereboom, who seems to 

misunderstand the important statistical differences and relations between macro- and 

microstates.19 

Given this we can claim that even a fraction of the state of the world, as it is, was in fact so 

unlikely that we should not believe it to be. However, some might argue that it would be 

unfair to use this as a defeating argument against Pereboom since his “wild coincidence” 

obviously indicates a exceedingly lower probability, and that there is room for Pereboom to 

respond to this particular argument – since what Pereboom is arguing is that; for agent-

causation to be likely events should diverge from what is expected in accordance with their 

calculated probabilities, otherwise it would be too unlikely to be believed. There might be 

room for Pereboom to claim that is is a principle. However, if Pereboom argues that this 

principle (the wild coincidence) is/or relates to a physical improbability (that is too unlikely to 

be believed) then Pereboom will still have problems with circularity. 

                                                
17 I wish to acknowledge that the comparison between some microstate and the exact position of the molecules in 
a particular room at a certain time is not an original idea of mine, rather it is inspired by Lars-Alfred Engström 
who used similar examples in other contexts. However, I am not referring to him as a source – I’m only 
acknowledging an inspiration of ideas for the purpose of academical honesty and acknowledgement. 
18 I here refer to the arguments presented via the ‘Hamlet’-example; even if we recalculate the example for our 
human faculties, and reduce the number of text to those with meaningful content we would get an infinite 
number of possible texts. However, given that the productions of the texts are time-limited the total number of 
possible texts would be reduced to a finite number. 
19 Using a search in the digital version of Pereboom 2001 the word “macro” is not found in the document at all.  
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Imagine the class of probabilities of wild coincidences. Either these are realized in accordance 

with their expected probability (and Pereboom would have to agree that we have actual proof 

for agent-causation without divergencies) or they would diverge from what is expected in 

accordance with their probability (again Pereboom would have to agree that agent-causation 

is possible, since we have a genuine example of divergencies). 

Once again Pereboom would need to respond that this wild coincidence is somehow special, 

but he has statuated that “The problem of wild coincidences is therefore independent of the 

physical components of actions having any particular degree of antecedent probability” 

(Pereboom 2001:83), thus that particular argument can’t help Pereboom against this type of 

structural problems in his argument. 

Even without this type of problems we may claim that if the “wild coincidence” is a 

probability then agent-causation is also probable, and therefore possible (in the second 

argumentation, in this chapter, I will further expand on the relation between the probable and 

the possible). 

If we instead try to strengthen Pereboom’s argument, by increasing the validity of the ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument, we will momentarily see that it depends on a belief that the physical 

laws does not allow for agent-causation – going back to his basic problematization, which will 

be dealt with in next chapter.20 

To strengthen it, we would need to claim that the wild coincidence (too wild to be believed) is 

not a probability, but a strict necessity. It would then be considered a law of physics. In fact it 

might then seem as if Pereboom is addressing the problem of induction. However, if we read 

Pereboom it seems highly dubious to consider the meaning of “wild coincidence” to mean 

strictly “breaking the laws of physics”. The question is if it is possible to argue for its 

principle working as a necessitating force without undermining some of Pereboom’s basic 

tenets, since how would necessity control indeterminacies in a strict none-probabilistic sense? 

It seems to be necessary to argue for a completely different physical paradigm, which would 

undermine Pereboom’s position completely (since he in fact refers to our best physical 

theories, and sees these as probabilistic). However, the idea might have some merit in another 

sense and whether or not this idea hold for our best physical theories relates to Pereboom’s 

                                                
20 This of course has some merits, since it is based on the statistical principles of physics. But it has not been 
established that even divergencies are necessary. Therefore the argument remains circular, while the basic 
problematization still needs to be dealt with.   
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basic problematization, therefore it will be discussed in the next chapter. Therefore, at this 

moment, we cannot consider it to pose a problem for agent-causation since Pereboom does 

not present any other reasons for believing in wild coincidence then wild coincidence itself – 

and again, the issue is reduced to its basic problematization and Pereboom’s position in this 

problematization.21 

It seems that the issues are far more complex then Pereboom acknowledges. Therefore he 

needs to further clarify his argument in this context. However, since these issues are both 

missing in his argumentation and since it also seems as if Pereboom has disregarded the 

complexity of the probabilistic physical reality it might turn out to be somewhat problematic 

to achieve that. It seems that he needs to demarcate a line between the wild coincidences and 

the unlikely events that do occur, and explain why there’s a difference. There is a catch-22 to 

this, since he needs to claim that some unlikely events, so unlikely that it should never 

happen, nevertheless are likely related to any wild coincidence that is in fact so unlikely that it 

should never happen. Further more, it would seem that it could end up as a proof for agent-

causation, since a demarcation, according to Pereboom, is what is needed to show that events 

caused by an agent-cause is differentiated from physically caused events.  

It could also be very natural to push the issue into the domain of metaphysics, and I will 

discuss this momentarily. However, at this moment, Pereboom has not been able to prove 

anything. Therefore we may conclude that Pereboom’s counter-argument against agent-

causation lacks force since the idea – that it is unlikely that agent-causation doesn’t diverge 

from physical laws – need not be a problem; given that in the physical reality unlikeliness is a 

common trait. Therefore we may agree that yes, it would be unlikely, but so is any description 

of an actuality from a microstate-perspective and even many things from a macro-perspective. 

Furthermore treating the wild coincidence as a probability would allow for such divergencies. 

Alas the idea that agent-causation is somewhat unlikely is completely unproblematic for the 

realization of an agent-cause theory.22 

                                                
21 This quote is a good example of that: “Both Clarke and Ginet argue that no evidence could tell us whether our 
world is an indeterministic world with agent causation or an indeterministic world without it. But as we can now 
see, there is observational evidence that bears strongly on the question. Only in the absence of agent causation 
should we, in the long run, expect observed frequencies to match the frequencies that our physical theories 
predict” (Pereboom 2001:84, I removed a footnote with references and quotations). For Pereboom, it seems, this 
is a self-evident statement, which goes back to his position in the basic problematization that I will deal with in 
next chapter. 
22 However, Pereboom could at this moment, again, claim is that there is a distinct difference between an event 
caused by an agent and an event that simply happened. If we use the example of the sorting of the cards 
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Therefore, at this moment, it would seem as if we have no reasons to believe that physics 

would not allow for agent-causation. However, the question would remain as a part of the 

basic problematization, that will be dealt with in next chapter, whether or not we have any 

separate reasons for believing in that these wild coincidences are in fact so unlikely to not be 

believed. If we have some separate reason to believe in the ‘wild coincidence’-argument then 

it may be reconstructed in a way that also more clearly defines the issue. 

The thing to remember for the time being, and for the second main counter-argument of this 

chapter, is that the unlikeliness of an actual fact does not change the fact, and this is the core 

of the problem of the Pereboom’s argument – firstly he is ignorant towards important issues 

of statistical physics, and secondly he’s arguments are not perfectly solid when it comes to the 

difference between probability, actuality or possibility; or rather for what type of argument 

these do apply, i.e. however improbable the molecules are structure in the room I am in right 

now, it can never be an argument that they are not structured in precisely that way or that they 

are in any sense impossibly structured. 

You cannot deduct from probability to actuality or vice versa (except from the fact that one 

might consider the actual case to be 100% true, no matter the calculated probability before it 

was actualized), and the (metaphysical) modal-status of any (physical) probability is static and 

the probabilistic quantitative value for it is redundant, that is: anything with any probability 

(>0) is possible, while anything with no probability (=0) is impossible.23 To speak of 

possibilities in another sense, would be to remove the metaphysical modal relation. 

Therefore it can be argued that Pereboom’s ‘wild coincidence’-argument has no force when 

applied to metaphysics, since a wild coincidence is nevertheless possible. 

Now it might be argued that the ‘wild coincidence’-argument is not meant to have such a 

wide scope (going from physics to metaphysics). Pereboom himself does not expand on the 

issues of the workings of “wild coincidence” in his texts other then that he agrees that agent-

causation is logically possible; but if the argument would be limited to itself (or to physics) it 

would mean that the argument is a simple claim that the physical facts speaks of an 
                                                                                                                                                   
Pereboom could say that something unlikely did happen but it didn’t have any special meaning, like an agent-
caused action would have. But this doesn’t seem to help Pereboom since he would demarcate the agent-cause 
from other events while his ‘wild coincidence’-argument is about events in general (since his main argument is 
that there is nothing separate from physical events). 
23 The reverse is true for impossibilities – impossibilities never have a probability >0. However, it might be that 
something is possible while in actuality having no probability (=0). This is a question related to metaphysics that 
does not affect the metaethical questions discussed here. 
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improbability (given that we accept Pereboom’s uncomplicated imagery of modern physics), 

which does not really say much – and certainly doesn’t say anything about free will since that 

is a matter of metaphysics, not physics. And this is the core of the problem... 

The question I am asking is if the ‘wild coincidence’-argument is valid at all considering its 

aim: 

If the argument is an argument about certain things in physics it cannot speak of metaphysical 

issues (like free will). Now, there certainly are some natural connections between physics and 

metaphysics; i.e. that anything physically possible cannot be metaphysically impossible which 

I will analyze further later on. 

However, if the argument means to deal with metaphysics, the question at stake is: what is a 

metaphysical improbability? Can it even be comprehended? The simple answer is no; because 

as previously argued metaphysics are usually considered in modal terms, and a possibility is a 

possibility and the different quantities of any probability is not a concern – that is: the status 

of a (metaphysical) possibility is not affected by any quantitative degree of any (physical) 

probabilities. What I am referring to here the previously stated fact that something that has a 

probability greater then zero is always possible, and that there is no grading of possibilities, a 

probability close to zero is no less possible then a probability closer to one.24 

Previously it has also been established that arguing that the ‘wild coincidence’-argument is in 

fact not a probability, but a necessity, would not help Pereboom since it would deprive him of 

some of his basic tenets (the reference to our best physical theories). 

All this, in the second argumentation, shows that Pereboom’s argument has no bearing since 

“wild coincidence” has no meaning in a metaphysical discussion, and free will is a question of 

metaphysics. Pereboom could of course answer that the matter of free will is decided by 

physics alone, but that would need further explanations on Pereboom’s part and we would 

only need to lean on our previous arguments, those dealt with in the first, main, counter-

argumentation concerning physics and the question of probability. It also seems that 
                                                
24 Of course one may metaphorically speak of a distant possibility (like a very distant possible world – far away 
from the actual world), but in this case arguing in that sense one would be making a very short circular 
argument, because one would assume that this possibility is: 1) not an actuality, and 2) very distant. This 
argument has to be made elsewhere to not become so bluntly ad hoc, but how? An argument about physical 
probabilities certainly does not warrant any belief in a certain relational structure when it comes to the modal 
status of the metaphysics; and even so I can’t see formally what meaning the metaphor would have since there is 
no relational “distance”. (One may say that if x has a probability >0 then x is possible. However if x is 
impossible it has a probability of zero.) 
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Pereboom would argue from a special-case perspective when a lawlike perspective would be 

required. There seems to be a problem of demarcation since Pereboom would have to explain 

why certain physical unlikeness is more problematic then other physical unlikeness. And even 

if he could manage to both define and establish this demarcation it would seem that what he in 

fact would have had to demarcate is the agent-cause from the rest of physics. Therefore one 

would need to drop the ad-hoc thesis that free will is decided by physics alone, or accept 

agent-causation as unproblematic. 

However, as noted earlier, one might object that the physical reality does in fact set up 

restrictions for metaphysics. But this is only in a very limited sense: metaphysics can only be 

such as to allow for the physical reality. That means that i.e. a determined physical world does 

not allow for a metaphysics that does not allow for a determined physical world. Which 

doesn’t really say much more then that metaphysics (M) gives allowances for physics (P), and 

implies that any rule given P must be possible given M. In this sense M works as a frame for 

P settings its rules, but no deduction about any necessities can be made from P to M, only 

possibilities.25 

This certainly does not affect my metaphysical counter-argument, and Pereboom’s ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument does not, and cannot, use these physical and metaphysical relations, 

since it is a statement about the probability (that is statistical rather then restrictive rule) of 

something (meta)physical, not an argument strictly against certain possibilities. Applied to 

what has just been said about rulemaking, nothing really changes, since it moves around that 

context (cf. the tab-spaced quote on page 7).26,27,28 

                                                
25 This can be formalized, to show that it has strict merits, and further developed on the following lines: ∀T 
ℜ(T,A) ⊃ ⃟ℜ(T,M) or ∀T ⃟ℜ(T,A) ⊃ ⃟ℜ(T,M) where M is our metaphysics, A is our actual physics (a 
certain P), T is a truth (in some context) and ℜ(x,y) is a binary truth-relation that says that x is true in y. The 
second expression is closer to what has been discussed earlier, but becomes sort of meaningless in the context, 
since the sum of all possible physical truths (given A) is merely the sum of all metaphysical(ly possible) truths if 
we use the normal S5 modal system with all possible Ps (including A) having equivalent relations. 
26 Here I refer to the type of context that is formalized in footnote 25, however the reach of the context might be 
limited to the antecedent or the consequent in this context. 
27 Of course there are possible re-workings of metaphysics available for Pereboom. He could say that physics 
equal metaphysics, and that all else there is is just a set of laws (of physics), which only need theoretical 
argumentations for its validation. Naturally Pereboom’s arguments meets with serious problems concerning 
questions in the field of philosophy of science, both concerning theoretical validation and the fact that he tends to 
lean on science without offering a way to disprove some of his tenets. I here refer to the idea that if anything is 
cohering with the laws of physics (that is: if there are no divergencies) it must also be a consequence of the laws 
of physics or otherwise it could not be believed – which would be like saying that anything correlating to A is 
causally caused by A, or unbelievable. This option for Pereboom remains open, but unsatisfying. It is highly 
unlikely that he would turn to such options since his argument would then no longer attract by scientific common 
sense. Which I believe to be part of Pereboom’s goal, however I believe that even without such extreme 
revisions he has utterly failed which I will present arguments for in the next chapter. And even so the way he 
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Therefore as a physical argument we may say that if Pereboom’s argument is physical it can’t 

affect the question of free will, since that is a question of metaphysics, while if it is 

metaphysical it has no function, since different probabilities has no differentiating 

metaphysical meaning. 

This, the second main counter-argument, in itself totally undermines Pereboom’s ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument. However, since some readers may have another view on metaphysics 

I have thus also presented the first main counter-argument, concerning physics and 

probabilities. The strength of my arguments therefore lies in the fact that Pereboom would 

firstly need to deal with my second counter-argument, and only then would counter-

arguments against my first counter-argument have any reconstructive force for his ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument. 

Let me sum up the main threads that complete the undermining of Pereboom’s ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument in the following picture (the physical arguments have been going in a 

few directions, therefore it is hard to summate, I will ignore part of those that will be 

completely undermined by the next chapter and those about circularity and regression, since 

those are structure above): 

                                                                                                                                                   
needs to revise the philosophy of science would on itself be a great counter-argument against such options. I 
believe we can agree that moving along in this sense would be like driving an ad-hoc car on the road to 
nonsense. 
28 If Pereboom wanted to change his ‘wild coincidence’-argument saying that no divergencies is metaphysically 
impossible he would have to say that it is physically, and/or logically, impossible. In chapter IV we will see that 
it isn’t. 
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Therefore we may conclude that Pereboom’s ‘wild coincidence’-argument not only has no 

sway over the possibilities for an agent-causation theory, it gives us no good reasons to be 

skeptical about agent-causation. However, as we have seen, the basic problematization has 

some merit that requires further discussion, since if Pereboom can independently make an 

argument for divergencies it might be possible to recreate his ‘wild coincidence’-argument so 

that it could, again, gain merit.29 

                                                
29 If there is a genuine need for divergencies, and a genuine problem with divergencies – the physical arguments 
above could be defeated. However, as for now, in this limited context, they stand on solid ground. 

If the ‘wild coincident’-

argument is: physical 

Then it follows that: 

Since the argument can’t answer meta-physical questions like those about 

free will, it therefore follows that the conclusion can’t have anything to do 

with the question of free will. 

And (for those with another metaphysical perspective): 

(1) If the wild coincidence is a physical probability and likely to a 

certain degree it would make agent-causation likely to a certain 

degree, and therefore truly possible. 

(2) If we do believe that physics may decide the question of agent-

causation, then it seems that unlikeness is completely 

unproblematic, since unlikely events is a common part of the 

physical reality, both in macro- and micro-perspectives, and 

therefore agent-causation is unproblematic too.  

Conclusion: The question of agent-causation remains open and 

completely unaffected by Pereboom’s argument. 

 

If the ‘wild coincident’-

argument is: meta-physical 

Then it follows that: 

Since “wild coincidence” has no meaning when it comes to metaphysics, 

because different probabilities (>0) do not affect its possibility, the 

argument becomes nulled. 

Conclusion: The question of agent-causation remains open and 

completely unaffected by Pereboom’s argument. 
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Chapter IV: The Basic Problematization and Physics 
Previously I have presented two counter-argumentations against Pereboom ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument. However, these only disproves the validity or strength of his 

argument, it most likely will not convince Pereboom (or any other hard incompatibilist) on the 

prospects of agent-causation and free will. Pereboom himself has already agreed that agent-

causation is possible, so for this essay to be truly contributive to its issue we need to go 

further. In this chapter we will partly ignore the findings of Chapter III to look at the basic 

problematization that Pereboom’s ‘wild coincidence’-argument stems from, to try to prove 

that we have reason to believe in agent-causation given our best physical theories and totally 

dissolving his basic problematization. Therefore completing the total undermining of his 

whole position.30 

This will require further discussion of physical theories and its relation to the question of free 

will. Many have written on these issues (cf. Hodgson 2002 for a short survey on the related 

issues and problems). Within the topic of quantum physics the issue of consciousness is 

hardly forgotten, but to be able to discuss the place for an agent-cause within a quantum 

physical description of reality we need a brief explanation of the basic tenets of quantum 

physics. I will use a perspective, description and ideas from E. P. Wigner to further explain 

how an agent-cause may be reconciled with quantum physics. 

We have two basic options, forming a dichotomy, on how agent-causation may possibly 

accommodate our best physical theories: 

1) Agent-causation diverges from what is expected given the physical laws of 

probability. This is the Pereboomian option for agent-causation. 

2) Agent-causation coheres with what is expected given the physical laws of probability. 

We could refer to this as the Clarkeian or O’Connorian option for agent-causation. 

Criticism, against Pereboom, from Clarke was previously introduced and O’Connor was 

named (cf. p. 8 and p. 17, footnote 21), but their comments both need to be a bit developed. 
                                                
30 What we actually did in Chapter III was to discuss the “conclusive” part of Pereboom’s argumentation (the 
question of unlikeliness). What is being done in this chapter is to look at an earlier step in Pereboom’s 
argumentation, his basic problematization, before his conclusion/argument about unlikeliness: do we have any 
reasons to believe in divergencies or do we have any reason to believe that agent-causation might cohere with 
our physical laws? However, we need to deal with both, since otherwise it might be easy for Pereboom to modify 
his position or give a slightly modified response like he did with O’Connor (cf. the second and third tab shifted 
quote on page 9, and footnote 12). 
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Clarke was previously quoted via Pereboom, now I will quote directly from Clarke adding the 

next sentence following the earlier quote: 

“If there can be substance causation at all, then it seems that there can be substance causation the 
propensities of the exercise of which conform with complete nondeterministic microlevel causal 
laws. Agents who cause events in accord with such laws will still be codeterminants of those 
events; they will still influence, by exercises of causal powers, which among the open 
alternatives become actual.” (Clarke, 2003:181, the bold markings are mine, cf. Clarke, 
1993:192) 

Keep this “bolded” idea in mind, because we will see that there is room for such an argument 

within the quantum physical framework that will be presented shortly. 

O’Connor specifically31 argues for a reason for us to believe in the influence of microphysical 

indeterminacies: 

“Imagine that some conscious reasons-guided systems ‘magnify’ microphysical indeterminacies 
in such a way that several significantly different outcomes are physically possible. Then further 
suppose that agent-causal power emerges when conscious reasons-guided systems achieve a 
requisite threshold of complexity. Such power might be shaped by states (such as the agent’s 
reasons for acting) that embody the magnified quantum indeterminacies, so that agent-causal 
actions would be expected to reflect the physical probabilities in the long run. Agent-causal 
theorists have not typically thought of agent causation as being shaped by determinate 
probabilities that ultimately stem from impersonal factors, but I do not see why they cannot 
accept this.” (O’Connor 2003:309, cf. Pereboom 2001:81f in which Pereboom argues against the 
possibility that quantum indeterminicies can play a part in decision-making, since these are 
macrosized-events: “For making a decision involves a physical event of a much larger scale than 
the firing of a neuron.”, Pereboom 2001:81 & cf. Pereboom 1995:29) 

Here we have two different arguments for coherence. I will show that we have just as good 

reasons to believe in both Clarkeian or O’Connorian option and the Pereboomian, therefore 

dissolving Pereboom’s position and even his neutral basic problematization. 

Some might note that even though I am in touch with Pereboom’s most basic question, I am 

however not in touch with Pereboom’s most basic position in this problematization (that we 

should expect agent-causation to cause divergencies from our physical laws). I have already 

begun criticizing the Pereboomian position and introduced the counterpart (option 

Clarkeian/O’Connorian) that Pereboom would not accept. Naturally I will stand in opposition 

with Pereboom in this chapter as I did in Chapter III, but I will also present a reason for 

believing that the probability of our best physical theories might diverge when it comes to 

                                                
31 Generally O’Connor argues that Pereboom fails in deduction from: “if human organisms are agent causes, 
there is a causal factor that is independent of all statistical physical laws” to “ the pattern of outcomes of agent-
caused actions would probably diverge, in the long run, from the frequencies predicted by quantum mechanical 
laws” (cf. O’Connor 2003:309). I believe O’Connor to be right, and of course that the problem partly related to 
making the ”probably” in Pereboom’s argument meaningful. 



 

25(43) 

agent-causes. However, as we will see the same reasons for believing in divergencies might 

also be used to argue for coherence with our best physical theories. Therefore I can show how 

every possible option (in the dichotomy above) gives us reason to believe in agent-causation. 

Combined with the critique in Chapter III my hope is that I will be able to completely 

convince you of the demise of all the major elements of Pereboom’s position, both his ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument (last chapter), his basic position in this problematization (that an 

agent-cause would diverge from what we would expect given our best physical theories) and 

the problematization in its core form (the question if there is a problem related to coherence 

between agent-causation and our best physical theories). I will also present good reasons for 

actually believing in agent-causation, therefore not only undermining Pereboom but also 

presenting a positive argument for agent-causation. 

In his more neutral positioning Pereboom rightly treats both options (above) as (logically) 

possible, but following the arguments quoted on p. 9f you can see how he goes back to the 

need for divergencies using the luck objection. 

This is part of Pereboom’s mix-ups of (meta)physics, because if free will manifests itself in a 

physical context exactly like any other event Pereboom feels we have no reason to believe in 

free will. But that conclusion is as unsupported as the conclusion that we should not believe in 

unfree events when viewed from a metaphysical viewpoint.32 

If being a free agent in our physical worlds equals the ability to control physical probability 

within the framework of the laws of physic it could mean that a free agent forms the 

probability of his or her action so that the outcome at all time coheres with what is probable 

for any event, (un)free or otherwise. 

The problem, of course, is the inability to test such a theory; but that is always the problem of 

metaphysics, which Pereboom seems to partly ignore when it comes to his own conclusions. 

All we can really do is to show why we could have reasons to believe in such ability in our 

human agency, and to ask if it coheres with our best physical theories. 

Even though there, thus, are elementary problems with Pereboom’s position, I will begin 

arguing from a Pereboomian perspective. 

                                                
32 What I am saying is that Pereboom is using his disbelief in free will as part of his argument and that that 
would be like using a belief in free will as part of the argument. None of this type of arguments has any validity. 
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To do this we need to take a further look at a particular of sub domain of modern physics. 

While Pereboom’s question is “Can agent-causal libertarianism be reconciled with what we 

would expect given our best physical theories?” (Pereboom 2007:111) creates great room for 

ad hoc revision of what is our best physical theories I will not problematize this issues to any 

extent, because it is a weakness in his expression that can not give force to his arguments, 

only limit them.33 

What I will do now is to present Wigner’s variation of Schrödinger’s Cat. To give the reader a 

quantum physical context I will use Wigner’s pedagogical text to explain the relevant facts for 

the “thought” experiment at hand. 

Wigner notes that before quantum mechanics there was a general belief amongst physical 

scientists that the universe was determined. With quantum mechanics, he sees a return to 

physical science in the sense of “Descartes’s [sic!] ‘Cogito ergo sum,’ which recognizes the 

thought, that is, the mind, as primary”. This is because of the impossibility to formulate the 

“laws of quantum mechanics in a fully consistent way without reference to the consciousness” 

(Wigner 1995:247f).34 

Pereboom tends to ignore the issue of consciousness in relation to the laws of physics. 

Considered from a materialist perspective this might come natural since a materialist should 

claim that consciousness is reducible into physics (cf. Pereboom 2001:70f). But it is 

nevertheless a possible mistake given our best physical theories. 

Wigner also refers in a footnote, to a Heisenberg-quote saying that the object of science has 

moved from dealing with the particles themselves to our knowledge of these elementary 

particles (Wigner 1995:248 footnote 3). 

It is important to remember this integrated epistemological-(meta)physical side of quantum 

mechanics when Wigner starts explaining the basics of quantum mechanics: 

“Given any object, all the possible knowledge concerning that object can be given as its wave 
function.” (Wigner 1995:249) 

                                                
33 However if Pereboom refers to the canonical interpretations he must also deal with related problems, making 
my use of Schrödinger’s cat dually valid, as well as Wigner’s “revision”. Wigner’s writings in general are not in 
any sense to be considered peripheral; rather it would be very natural to consider Wigner’s theories as amongst 
the set of our best physical theories. 
34 The change from quotation marks, “, to ‘ in the first quote is my modification of the text. 
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Note here that the epistemological-(meta)physical side of quantum mechanics that are sort of 

lacking in Pereboom’s argumentation, that is; the wavefunction carry all possible knowledge, 

but none more. That is; a wave function can only express what we can possibly know. Here is 

possibly room for agency. He further limits the scope of Pereboom’s argument by saying: 

“This [the wave-function of any given object] is a mathematical concept the exact nature of 
which need not concern us here-it is composed of a (countable) infinity of numbers. If one 
knows these numbers, one can foresee the behavior of the object as far as it can be foreseen.” 
(Wigner 1995:249, I added the brackets, and the content within.) 

So Pereboom’s argument is limited by what can be foreseen. Perhaps the agency of the agent-

cause lies outside this scope? This epistemological limit of the available (meta)physical 

“information” is also very important to the understanding of Wigner’s argument. 

“More precisely, the wave function permits one to foretell with what probabilities the object will 
make one or another impression on us if we let it interact with us either directly, or indirectly. 
The object may be a radiation field, and its wave function will tell us with what probability we 
shall see a flash if we put our eyes at certain points, with what probability it will leave a dark 
spot on a photographic plate if this is placed at certain positions.” (Wigner 1995:249f) 

This gives us the basic concept of the calculation of wavefunctions in quantum mechanics; 

which is needed for the basic argument that will follow. However, when the text becomes 

partially more technical the reader who feels unaccustomed to symbolic language need not 

focus on technicalities. The symbols are here for contextual reasons, to give justice to the 

whole argument, but I also believe that the reader can subtract most of the important 

information from the argument without focusing on the symbolic language.35 

Next important thing to note is communicability of the quantum wave function: 

“The information given by the wave function is communicable. If someone else somehow 
determines the wave function of a system, he can tell me about it and, according to the theory, 
the probabilities for the possible different impressions (or ‘sensations’) will be equally large, no 
matter whether he or I interact with the system in a given fashion. In this sense, the wave 
function ‘exists’” (Wigner 1995:250)36 

Wigner uses an example of a system in which we seeing or not seeing a flash. The simple 

wave function for this could be ψ1 for seeing a flash and ψ2 for not seeing a flash. If we have a 

system which flashes with a certain probability, i.e. at given times (t, t + 1, t + 2), and that: “If 

you see a flash at time t, you will see a flash at time t + 1 with a probability of ¼, no flash 

                                                
35 Wigner’s argument has a conclusion for the calculations of wave functions, for this conclusion the symbols are 
helpful. Therefore they are here to present the strength of Wigner’s argument. But for our context, the most 
important thing is to understand the basic problem related to when a conscious being is part of a measurement. 
36 I changed quotation marks within the text from ” to ’. 
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with a probability of  ¾” and the reverse if you do not see a flash at time t. If we remember 

the communicability above we understand that it means that “if someone else looks at time t, 

and tells us whether he saw a flash, we can look at time t + 1 and observe a flash with the 

same probabilities as if we had seen or not seen the flash at time t ourselves. In other words, 

he can tell us what the wave function is: ψ1 if he did, ψ2 if he did not see a flash”, this shows 

how probabilities generally depend on impressions (Wigner 1995:251). 

Now Wigner asks what happens if we let someone else carry out the observation: 

“What is the wave function if my friend looked at the place where the flash might show at time 
t? The answer is that the information available about the object cannot be described by a wave 
function. One could attribute a wave function to the joint system: friend plus object, and this 
joint system would have a wave function also after the interaction, that is, after my friend has 
looked.” (Wigner 1995:252) 

What Wigner says is that a wave function can’t be applied to only object, since the system 

now is more complex, consisting of both of friend and object. That joint system can however 

be described by a wave function. Now Wigner continues to ask what happens if he interacts 

with this new joint-system: 

“I can then enter into interaction with this joint system by asking my friend whether he saw a 
flash. If his answer gives me the impression that he did, the joint wave function of friend + 
object will change into one in which they even have separate wave functions (the total wave 
function is a product) and the wave function of the object is ψ1. If he says no, the wave function 
of the object is ψ2, i.e., the object behaves from then on as if I had observed it and had seen no 
flash. However, even in this case, in which the observation was carried out by someone else, the 
typical change in the wave function occurred only when some information (the yes or no of my 
friend) entered my consciousness. It follows that quantum description of objects is influenced by 
impressions entering my consciousness.” (Wigner 1995) 

What Wigner says is that the changes in the wave function only occurs when some 

information reaches the ultimate observers consciousness, according to quantum descriptions 

of objects. Wigner goes on to explain this a bit further. “If the state is, originally, ψ1, the state 

of object plus observer will be, after the interaction, ψ1 x χ1”, and if ψ2 then ψ2 x χ2, after the 

interaction. The states of ψ1 and ψ2 was previously explained, and χ1 and χ2 simply gives the 

state of the observer in relation to the question ”Have you seen a flash?”, answer “Yes” and 

“No” respectively. Wigner then asks us to consider “an initial state of the object which is a 

linear combination of α ψ1 + β ψ2 of the two states ψ1 and ψ2”, from this it follows that: 

“the state of object plus observer is, after the interaction, α (ψ1 x χ1) + β (ψ2 x χ2). If I now ask 
the observer whether he saw a flash, he will with a probability | α | 2 say that he did, and in this 
case the object will also give to me the responses as if it were in the state ψ1. If the observer 
answers “No” – the probability for this is | β | 2 – the object’s responses from then on will 
correspond to a wave function ψ2. The probability is zero that the observer will say “Yes,” but 
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the object gives the response which ψ2 would give because the wave function α (ψ1 x χ1) + β (ψ2 
x χ2) of the joint system has no (ψ2 x χ1) component. Similarly, if the observer denies having 
seen a flash, the behavior of the object cannot correspond to χ1 because the joint wave function 
has no (ψ1 x χ2) component. All this is quite satisfactory: the theory of measurement, direct or 
indirect, is logically consistent as long as I maintain my privileged position as ultimate 
observer.” (Wigner 1995:255, the bold markings are my notations) 

Wigner then puts the quantum equations to it’s test when asking what happens “if after having 

completed the whole experiment I ask my friend, ‘What did you feel about the flash before I 

asked you?’ he will answer, ‘I told you already, I did [did not] see a flash,’ as the case may 

be. In other words, the question whether he did or did not see the flash was already decided in 

his mind, before I asked him” (Wigner 1995:255). 

If we accept this we also accept that the correct wave function was either ψ1 x χ1 or ψ2 x χ2
37, 

not the linear combination α (ψ1 x χ1) + β (ψ2 x χ2). However if ”some physical apparatus” 

replaces our friend, then there is not doubt that the linear equation is true. The absurdity with 

the linear equation and the friend + object system comes from the fact that “it implies that my 

friend was in a state of suspended animation before he answered my question” (Wigner 

1995:256). 

The main idea here to keep in mind is that mathematical expression for the wavefunction 

implies that the friend’s reaction to the flash / no flash was not decided up until the ultimate 

observer, Wigner, asked his friend about his or her reaction. This, naturally, seems highly 

absurd. 

What Wigner does is to set up a thought-experiment about a measurement. If a machine 

measures then it follows that the quantum descriptions only change when the information 

from the measurements enter the ultimate observer’s, Wigner’s, consciousness, but if the 

machine is replaced by a conscious being this idea becomes highly absurd since it indicates 

that that conscious being would be uncertain about what happened until the ultimate observer, 

Wigner, asks what the measurement was. 

Wigner goes on to complicate the issue and to further a solution, but before that he summates 

his findings of which the interesting part in this contexts indicates “that the usual description 

                                                
37 Wigner actually writes “ψ1 x χ1 or ψ1 x χ2” which must be an error in printing, since ψ1 and ψ2 are descriptions 
of the objects two possible states, and in connection with the previous reference he also writes: “α (ψ1 x χ1) + β 
(ψ2 x χ2) describes a state that has properties which neither ψ1 x χ1 nor ψ2 x χ2 has”; later when he substitutes the 
friend for a physical apparatus he also writes: “there is no doubt that α (ψ1 x χ1) + β (ψ2 x χ2) describes the 
properties of the joint system correctly, the assumption that the wave function is either ψ1 x χ1 or ψ2 x χ2 does 
not” (Wigner 1995:256). 
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of an indirect observation is probably incorrect if the primary observation is made by a being 

with consciousness.” However he also notes the uncertainty that follows from the complexity 

of the issue, and that he would not be surprised if he turned out to be wrong (Wigner 

1995:259f). Even though Wigner’s text might be criticized it does give wiggle-room for free 

will. I will first establish the wiggle-room and then I will discuss possible criticism given “our 

best theories”. 

First of all this could be a proof of divergencies, and how conscious beings (agents) differ in 

their acts from purely physical events. Consider when we are in the process of making a 

choice, then we are in a complex system state since we are part of the system while observing 

it – it might be argued that we are both in a primary and third person perspective since we are 

both observing decisions and actions and the result of those. At any rate actions by humans 

are (mostly) observable.38 

Now, genuine free will might be argued for in a Wignerian-Pereboomian sense saying that we 

collapse these wave functions in such a manner as we choose (we are the collapsing force by 

our interaction within the system, which is ourselves – collapsing in accordance with our 

choices from all physical possibilities that we at that moment are epistemologically aware 

of39). This could be an example both of divergencies from the event-like laws of physics, or 

coherences with the actual laws of physics in which it can be argued that agency has a special 

function, the ability to form macro- or microstate possibilities or via an O’Connorian solution. 

Since Wigner ascribes to an idea that the wave function carries possible knowledge, rather 

then actual facts, he seems to ascribe to the tenets of the Copenhagen interpretation (thus it 

would be the ontology he criticizes). This is one of the “conventional ontologies of quantum 

theory”, specifically related to Niels Bohr, saying that quantum theory is merely a calculation 

for the probabilities occurrences of different realities. On the other side of the spectrum, there 

are those that maintain that: “quantum states completely describes actual reality”, from this it 

would follow that “all quantum alternatives must always continue to coexist (in 

superposition)” (Penrose 2004:782f). So instead of a complete collapse due to measurement 

                                                
38 We needn’t discuss any complexities of idealistic perspectives, since that would be purely metaphysics, which 
is a complexity not necessary for dealing with this basic problematization since it most clearly refer to an issue 
of true compatibility between agent-causation and our best physical theories. 
39 What I refer to here is that we must follow the rules of physics, in the sense that we can’t break them, i.e. 
ignore gravitation. That certainly limits our options, but nevertheless the fact that we can’t fly doesn’t make us 
unfree, it makes is unifying beings. And secondly we are limited by our own “imagination”; we cannot choose 
an option we cannot imagine. This neither makes us unfree, it just makes it true that with knowledge and 
imagination the force of our freedom becomes greater. 
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or a free willing agent-cause causing the collapse, nothing would collapse. The friend of 

Wigner would unproblematically answer the question what he felt, since he would be unaware 

of the superposition. Instead his perceptions would be entangled with the state of the 

superimposition that he perceived. The perception would remain the same if there were an 

extended moment of perceiving the same thing. When compared with Schrödinger’s cat the 

superposition contains both live and dead cat, and the entangled perception sorts live cat 

together with perceived live cat and dead cat with perceived dead cat (Penrose 2004:806f):  

“|ψ〉 = w|live cat〉 |perceiving live cat〉 + z|dead cat〉 |perceiving dead cat〉” (Penrose 2004:807) 

However this just pushes the issue into an issue of perception, which in itself could be related 

to free will and agent-causation. Even so one may argue that this is the perspective Pereboom 

needs to maintain, since the Copenhagen interpretation opens room for Wigner’s friend to 

cause serious problem to his hard incompatibilist line of “divergencies”.40 However, 

Penrose’s description of the problem opens the door for coherences with physical 

probabilities in a rather compatibilist manner. Since it allows for the existence of both states, 

one may argue that real alternatives re-appear in such a manner that the agent-cause may pick 

which state to perceive. Along this line Pereboom could possible use the luck objection, but it 

seems troublesome for him to establish that it would cause a general problem, since if we do 

have the ability to pick states, we would have different reasons for different states – making w 

and z above differ in more ways then perception.41 

We may also note that versions of this conventional quantum theory (many world theory), 

where there is an actual split in all possibilities into different worlds can easily be used by 

compatibilists, as a picnic amongst real possible world-alternatives – while each is adhering to 

its (individual laws of physics and) expected probabilities (cf. Fischer 2007:55f). Perhaps 

Pereboom can go back to his 2001-position (as previously quoted, p. 24): “For making a 

decision involves a physical event of a much larger scale than the firing of a neuron” 

                                                
40 Please remember that the divergencies in the Wignerian-Pereboomian solution that I offered need not be 
divergencies from physical laws, they just need to differentiate the “agent-cause caused”-events from (none-
cognitive) “physical”-events, that is: they diverge from what is expected from our best physical laws given a 
physical event. 
41 It is not enough to establish that 50/50 situations remain problematic, since we may agree that they do. Saying 
however that there was a 20-percentage change that you could have chosen differently does not change how you 
actually did choose. However, some will argue that this remains a problem. 
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(Pereboom 2001:81, cf. Pereboom 1995:29), but then he would have to deal with O’Connor’s 

criticism in another sense (cf. p. 9f & p. 24), either way it seems problematic for Pereboom.42  

It seems as if agent-causation is not only logically possible given our best physical theories, 

but also there seems to be good reasons to believe that agent-causation has a place within 

these theories, genuinely reconciling the question of free will with science. 

My interpretation of Wigner’s text opened the door for the creation of an agent-cause theory 

within its framework. But there are even more theoretical proofs for the complete 

compatibility between free will and modern physics. In 2006 John Conway and Simon 

Kochen presented a paper called “The Free Will Theorem” in it they offered a proof for 

consistency between free will and three generally believed axioms. In there own words: 

“On the basis of three physical axioms, we prove that if the choice of a particular type of spin 1 
experiment is not a function of the information accessible to the experimenters, then its outcome 
is equally not a function of the information accessible to the particles. We show that this result is 
robust, and deduce that neither hidden variable theories nor mechanisms of the GRW type for 
wave function collapse can be made relativistic and causal. We also establish the consistency of 
our axioms and discuss the philosophical implications.” (Conway & Kochen 2006:1441) 

The proof is in itself not a proof for free will, but “that if indeed there exist any experimenters 

with a modicum of free will, then elementary particles must have their own share of this 

valuable commodity” (Conway & Kochen 2006:1441). The article in itself is a complex 

axiomatic proof based on three axioms, two of them verifiable by experiments and one a 

common belief, part of our best physical theories; that there is a finite upperbound to the 

speed of information exchange (Conway & Kochen 2006:1442f).43 

                                                
42 Since what I've done in this chapter is to establish room for free will mainly for microscopic events. However 
the relevant actions are so complex that they would be a combination of a multitude of microscopic events, in a 
macro-reality. Even though these are not separate it could safely be argued that their behavior is different from 
their microscopic counterparts (because they are no longer quantum events). On the other hand we may use 
O'Connor's argument to increase the scope of what we have done here. We might also argue that if whatever is 
special for a conscious being on a microscopic-event-level they maintain also on a macroscopic-event-level, 
perhaps because of their special ability to either effect or perceive certain things concerning relevant events. The 
important thing here is whether or not macro- versus micro-events differ in a sense relevant for free will. 
However, even if we would agree with Pereboom, the context of the argument is related to a question that could 
be described as a question of strong compatibility; what I am referring to is (1) the fact that Pereboom can agree 
on the logical coherence of our best physical theories and agent-causation, while maintaining his argument, 
therefore (2) this argument is rather about a stronger compatibility then about coherence. It is an argument that 
shows how these physical theories may in themselves be a positive argument for agent-causation. That is an 
important proponent in the total undermining of Pereboom’s hard incompatibilist position. Either way Pereboom 
gives credit to the logical possiblity of O’Connor’s argument, and my arguments help defy Pereboom’s 
arguments about lack of proof for expected divergencies, and/or the need for such divergencies. 
43 The upperbound is of course considered to be the speed of light. 
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I will not dispense further with this complex proof since it would itself require more than an 

essay of the same magnitude as the subject here presented, but since Pereboom has claimed in 

several sources that free will isn’t credible given our best physical theory, their proof might be 

a good ending point. The writers themselves sums up their findings in this way: 

“The world it presents us with is a fascinating one, in which fundamental particles are 
continually making their own decisions. No theory can predict exactly what these particles will 
do in the future for the very good reason that they may not yet have decided what this will be! 
Most of their decisions, of course, will not greatly affect things – we can describe them as mere 
ineffectual flutterings, which on a large scale almost cancel each other out, and so can be 
ignored. The authors strongly believe, however, that there is a way our brains prevent some of 
this cancellation, so allowing us to integrate what remains and producing our own free will.” 
(Conway & Kochen 2006:1468f) 

The Free Will Theorem in itself seems to be a possible proof of complete reconcilement 

between free will and the laws of physics, without any divergencies – while not proving free 

will as such. One could, on behalf of Pereboom, try to claim that “The Free Will Theorem” 

could work as a reductio ad absurdum argument against free will. But this would be a circular 

argument making it dogmatic to say the least, especially if we remember that we actually 

undermined the main part of his argument in Chapter III. 

In combination with the arguments given above, we both have good reasons to believe in 

agent-causation and free will, and given the arguments in Chapter III we also have good 

reasons to hold Pereboom’s position completely undermined. 
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Chapter V: Metatheoretical Discussion 

In the last two chapters I have demonstrated that there is a major problem within Pereboom’s 

position that he hasn’t, and probably can’t, deal with. And if that wasn’t enough, I’ve also 

presented new possible solutions for agent-causation that Pereboom would have to deal with, 

if he remains a believer in some version of his own ‘wild coincidence’-argument. This could 

be a concept on how to reconcile the issue of the problems of (meta)physics and free will, in 

relation to modern physics.44 

While one may view my essay as a classical contribution to the debate on free will, as a 

possible solution for agent-causation and a grand argument against Pereboom’s whole 

position and ‘wild coincidence’-argument, I would like it to be viewed as an example of a 

possible problem of the debate itself. What I am suggesting is that it might be that the 

problem in Pereboom’s argumentation subsists as a part of most perspectives in the debate on 

free will. Simplified it is rooted in a misconception of possible deductions between 

metaphysics and physics and epistemology, which arguments applies where and vice versa. 

One of the main arguments in Chapter III had to do with the fact that the issue of free will is 

decided within the realm of metaphysics. Now, as I presented in the introduction, I have 

certain metaphysical beliefs such that might disable my previous arguments, specifically such 

beliefs that the idea that certain parts of the set of all metaphysical truths are out of reach of 

our possible knowledge. The question hinges on whether or not the question of free will is 

relevantly solved within the domain of epistemology or if there is some issue, of necessary 

concern, that belongs solely to the field of (the unknown of the) metaphysics. This is true for 

many different perspectives.45 

Now, if the second option is true, then the metaethical field of free will is doomed – and we 

should avoid all these questions. But if the first option is true then it follows that the questions 

has a solution within the reach of possible knowledge. Either it can be solved scientifically 
                                                
44 The author however, doesn’t not believe to have proven anything metaphysically; only proven that there are 
physical reasons, and therefore metaphysically possible, to believe in agent-causation, and that given our best 
physical theories we have no (physical) reasons (and therefore neither any metaphysical) not to believe in agent-
causation. 
45 It might seem strange to view this as a truly genuine dichotomy. The idea is based on a common conception of 
metaphysics as the domain for the question of free will. The dichotomy is simply epistemological metaphysics 
and none-epistemological metaphysics, and the metaphysics in this dichotomy could then be viewed as 
redundant... Some might consider physics to be the field of judgment for the question of free will, and further 
more they might claim that the relevant parts of that field is not a (proper) part of our possible knowledge – but 
then again, we would not have access to it epistemologically (and we would have the dichotomy of 
epistemological physics and none-epistemological physics, and physics would for this dichotomy be redundant). 
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(i.e. by neuroscientists or physicists) or with a master-argument. If it is a scientific question 

then, again, philosophers should keep their hands of. Naturally there is a third option here, 

that it requires a scientific solution, however with a method or theory not yet developed. I 

would consider these methods or theories as part of a master-argument, but not a final one. 

Such argument would end in constructing a “free will experiment” or likewise, and then it 

should be evaluated in neuropsychology or any other applicable field of science. What 

remains then, for us philosophers, is the final master-argument, but previously I claimed that 

there might be a general problem in the debate; therefore making a final master-argument 

improbable. Manuel Vargas has presented similar and/or related criticism against metaethical 

field of free will. What he is suggesting is that we revise the concept of free will, and he 

presents a theory attempted at solving the problem of free will and its “related” issues i.e. of 

those praise and blame (Vargas 2007:126-165, cf. footnote 3). My intention is not to deal with 

Vargas position in detail. His position is ultimately unsatisfying since his answer isn’t free 

from the problems sketched above.46 

Therefore in this chapter I will argue for two things: 

(1) The need for a debate about revisionism without the –ism. 

(2) A master-argument for epistemological free will. 

Firstly I believe that the natural continuation of this work would be a broad study of the 

debate of free will to evaluate if this thesis can be verified: that the disagreements in the field 

are rooted in different (mis)understandings of what we may know about (meta)physics. The 

problem of separating the meta– from the –physics can usually be solved with various 

                                                
46 Parts of Vargas’ argument rests on the conception of us as “reasons-trading creature[s]”, with this he builds an 
idea of us being moral considerate beings (cf. Strawson 1982). A position he knows to be similar to many 
compatibilist positions, i.e. that of Fischer – referring to chapter 2 in the same book. However he differs from 
Fischer and other compatibilists by his “justificatory story”. He claims that this is a function that enables moral 
development, making us “better beings”: “When you judge me blameworthy for being insensitive to someone’s 
feelings, the sting of your disapproval forces me to attend to considerations that I might have failed to see [---]. 
Over time [---] we come to help both ourselves and other consideration-sensitive creatures to better track what 
moral considerations there are.” Fischer further claims that since it works, that explains it: “Since they are 
reasonably effective at doing this, it is plausible to think that the responsibility system is by and large justified” 
(Vargas 2007:154ff). What Vargas does do is to use some sort of Darwinian idea to support certain normative 
ethical positions. This is deducting from how it is (we are this and/or that type of beings) to how it should be (we 
praise and blame, and this is justified), therefore breaking ‘Hume’s law’. Whether or not this is a genuine 
problem is debatable and Vargas certainly has many possible responses for this, but nevertheless this shows that 
his position is still open for the same kind of criticism as the tendentious nature of Pereboom’s arguments. 
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theories, but the issue of the relation between our epistemology and metaphysics are more 

problematic and therefore the debate could prove to need a revision.47 

Vargas argues that part of the problem is due to misconstrues by paraphrasings from the 

commonsense, claiming that philosophers talk “past each other” and he metaphorically 

describes this problem of the debate as “incompatibilist ships of descriptions passing 

compatibilist ships of repair in the philosophical night” (Vargas 2007:130). 

Naturally everyone will not agree with mine, or with Vargas’, description of this field. As a 

generalization though I believe it to be true for most philosophers that either you agree that 

there is a problem with the debate of free will (as described either by me, Vargas or any 

analogous conception) or you would need a massive study to be convinced. Therefore I will 

not ponder on this issue further other then to say that a deeper study could be the first goal for 

a continuation of this essay. 

Instead I will go back to the problem at hand to discuss the possibility for a master-argument 

or some kind of master solution. The basic problem in Pereboom’s argument was that he 

confused metaphysics with something else (in his case physics). As stated previously I believe 

this to be true for many positions. More generally the disagreements in the debate may be 

viewed as disagreements on whether or not our epistemic beliefs or the way we cognitively go 

about “making a choice” (believing it to be genuinely our choice, which it obviously is in that 

context if we are not exposed to general mind control) hold as metaphysical truths. What 

everyone is actually debating is a certain relation between the epistemic and the metaphysic. 

As I stated in the beginning of this chapter the questions is whether or not these issues can be 

epistemically solved. If we stick with what we have, we have some epistemic beliefs, and an 

open question whether or not these beliefs actually manifests themselves as metaphysically 

true. This could be a way to surrender to the problem of unknowable metaphysics while not 

completely eradicating the possibility for a flourishing field of philosophy. Since we have 

                                                
47 I here refer firstly to whether or not ideas hold distinctly for the physical and the metaphysical, and secondly 
that the physical and metaphysical are correctly separated from each other and any epistemology; i.e. any 
description of a and b may hold in a common sense view, but that does not necessarily entail that a and b are 
separate or separable in a metaphysical context, since this might in itself be a descriptive mistake (i.e. contexts 
related to a and b are perhaps better described by d which happens to include most, but only proper parts of a, b 
and c – that is; while a and b function in a common sense description they are actually false given our true 
metaphysical viewpoint). These are issues that can never be solved, and therefore the metaphysical question of 
free will is doomed to forever remain a puzzle of nonsense. 
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access to epistemology, and not to the metaphysics, we should simply keep the debate with in 

a framework were we might actually reach a substantive conclusion. 

We might even, for the sake of simplification, say that we do have free will, of some kind of 

shape or form (since we could argue that we are epistemically free, no-matter if we in fact are 

metaphysically un-free); and what we should discuss is the function of what we actually do 

know and can know of free will – the epistemically causing agent.  

Another approach could be to argue that metaphysics isn’t needed for free will at all. How-

ever strongly the author of this essay might position himself against certain interpretations of 

that claim, there is still an epistemic argument to be made for epistemic free will.48 

If we paraphrase arguments used by G. E. Moore (cf. Moore 1993:147-170, especially p. 

165ff) saying: these are my hands, they write, and re-write, these words because I have freely 

chosen to do so, therefore there is free will in this world and I have it. A finer version of this 

argument would be to claim that certain things have the epistemological conditioner that if 

they are true we can know that they are true – like the fact that if we know (something) we 

exist (cogito ergo sum), or; the fact that I know I have free will. That is: epistemologically 

free will is such that if I have it I know I have.49 

Ending like this some might claim that I have thus created the same problem for an 

epistemological debate as for the metaphysical. However what has been argued here is that 

the question of free will could be seen as necessarily open viewed from a metaphysical 

perspective but possible solvable viewed from an epistemological perspective. At this stage 

we wouldn’t have any good reasons to believe that the possible criticism I have presented 

                                                
48 Whether or not one believes this holds metaphysically is what might be debated, but the idea is that: perhaps it 
shouldn’t be debated. 
49 This is a sort of Kantian positioning (not to be mixed up with Kant:2004), which Pereboom himself discussed 
previously. So a relevant question would be if it holds against Pereboom or if we need to remain completely 
open when it comes to the issue. According to Pereboom Kant needs to show how “all transcendentally free 
choices should be for just those possible actions whose physical components are causally determined to occur” 
(Pereboom 2001:80). But Pereboom has himself noted that Kant’s transcendental freedom is separate from the 
causally determined experience, and that this type of freedom is “inaccessible to experience” (Pereboom 
2001:79f). Now, Pereboom seems to misunderstand the consequences here and think that from the empirical 
reality we can conclude (all) truths about metaphysics. But as Pereboom himself has claimed, it is inaccessible to 
us in such a way. Thus the Kantian approach remains open for us, given what was previously argued (on p. 31f), 
since freedom on a metaphysical level can manifest itself in a law-abiding physics, making physical laws part of 
our metaphysical freedom. Pereboom would however claim that any position that would manifest itself separate 
from physics would in-fact alienate the agent-cause from the world (cf. Pereboom 2001:70f), but this is a 
misunderstanding since metaphysics could in fact abridge the divide between physics and the agent-cause – 
making them part of the same truth-set, but only from a metaphysical viewpoint. (For a more extended 
discussion on Kant cf. Pereboom 2006.) 
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against the metaethical-as-metaphysics concerning free will should also be believed to be a 

problem for the metaethical-as-epistemology concerning free will. Therefore I believe we 

should keep this possibility open. We might refer to the general idea given above, including 

but not limited to these options, as: metaphysically neutral epistemological metaethics 

concerning the question of free will and moral responsibility (MNEME). In the revised words 

of Manuel Vargas:  

MNEME “does not commit us to dismissing the pull of incompatibilist construals of our self-

conception.” MNEME “does not require that we deny that there is something right about 

compatibilist and libertarian claims that we are free and responsible.” What MNEME does 

require is that we re-examine our common grounds concerning the question of free will and 

moral responsibility (Vargas 2007:128). 
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Chapter VI: Results and Summation 

The duality of this essay created two strains. At first the essay was a very basic counter-

argument against a certain argument, for a certain position, in the debate of free will and 

moral responsibility. In particular I argued against Derk Pereboom’s hard incompatibilist 

position against agent-causation. Pereboom argued that given our best physical theories agent-

causation is too unlikely to be believed (a “wild coincidence”). I argued that his ‘wild 

coincidence’-argument lacked relevance, since mostly every mundane macro state of things is 

too unlikely to be believed (when described from a micro perspective), and that if his “wild 

coincidence” was a physical probability it would as such open the door for agent-causation. I 

further argued that the ‘wild coincidence’-argument lacked scope, since it was invalid as a 

metaphysical argument (because “wild coincidence” has no meaning in this context) and that 

since free will is a question of metaphysics the argument cannot be about the question of free 

will. 

To completely undermine Pereboom’s whole position, I then turned to his basic 

problematization of the issue – whether or not events caused by an agent-cause will diverge 

statistically from what was to be expected from our best physical theories. Pereboom argued 

that for agent-causation to be substantive we should expect divergencies, but that we have no 

evidence for such divergencies. I argued that our best physical theories gives us reason to 

believe in agent-causation no matter if it diverges statistically or not from other events; since 

either a conscious being has a special place in these theories or perception becomes a core-

matter – differing moral agents from that of normal physical events. Before ending the chapter 

I also presented the conclusion of an axiomatic proof that free will is completely compatible 

with physical theories in such a way that it superveniences from agent to item. This might be 

a confusing fact on its own, its original author however argues that in normal physical 

contexts this effect is canceled out. The question was then if human (or living) agency allows 

for a special case scenario, as argued previously, which the authors believed. 

With these two chapters, a negative and a positive one, I found good reasons to declare 

Pereboom’s position completely undermined. I further believe that even those with an 

extremely different idea of what metaphysics is, and what constitutes its relevant connections 

in this case, will still have to agree that Pereboom’s position is at least severely weakened. 

After completing this first purpose of the essay I continued with a related metatheoretical 

discussion. 
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I felt that my essay should be viewed in another context, as a singular example of what could 

be a possibly general problem in the debate of free will (that philosophers, like Pereboom, are 

confusing arguments in the topic of (meta)physics and or epistemology). The general criticism 

of a stalemate in the metaethical question of free will isn’t new, it’s previously been argued by 

Manuel Vargas. However I argued that Vargas position wasn’t totally free from the 

generalized problems I had identified in Pereboom’s theories. In spite of support from Vargas, 

many might not be convinced by our criticism, therefore I noted that a natural continuation of 

this work could be a greater study of the field in general. 

Thereafter I went on to suggest a solution that could treat the issue of free will in a 

metaphysically neutral manner. What I suggested was that we have free will in one sense – 

the epistemic – if we believe we have it; then it is an open question whether or not this holds 

as a metaphysical truth. With this idea, it is my belief that we might be able to better analyze 

and discuss the metaethical questions related to free will in a more fruitful context. 

Now if we look at the essay in these two ways, Chapter I-IV could be read as a strong 

argument for agent-causation. But given Chapter V it is thus the positive arguments for agent-

causation is partly reduced to the same problematic context that Chapter V intends to criticize. 

This is partly indicated in Chapter III, when I argue against Pereboom because of differences 

between metaphysics and physics when it comes to questions of probability. 

Those who deny the ideas presented in Chapter V should therefore give stronger merits to 

Chapter I-IV and thus view Pereboom completely undermined and that we have been given 

such good reasons to believe in agent-causation that we should believe in it. 

While those who agree with the problems and the strive in Chapter V may reduce the results 

in the previous chapters, because they are part of a faulty tradition. 

Therefore I believe that I’ve been able to both have the cake and eat it, since my essay works 

in both contexts. My hope is that Chapter V affects you – the reader – the most. However, 

because it is necessarily undeveloped (since it would vastly exceed the size of an essay of this 

type, if completed) many might deny even its core ideas. But in this case I believe you must 

necessarily see my previous parts as stronger; because the best criticism against Chapter III 

and especially IV is presented in Chapter V. 
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So the duality is partly dichotomous, while not truly a complete dichotomy at least preclusive 

in many ways. Disbelief in Chapter V precludes the strongest type of criticism against the 

previous chapters; and Chapter V partly denies the progress (as proof) of previous chapter 

(while maintaining the progress of denial, and counter-positions against Pereboom).50 

                                                
50 Some might remember the author’s last part of the Introduction and claim that even Chapter I denies parts of 
i.e. Chapter IV. However, if one re-reads it one may view Chapter IV as offer arguments given physical 
possibilities and therefore denying metaphysical impossibilities – in line with the law-making character argued 
for in Chapter III. 
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