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Research Statement 

This research statement is divided in three sections. The first explains my research interest and dissertation. 

The second presents a research proposal. The third summarises the work achieved so far. 

I. Interest and Thesis 
In general, I am interested in questions situated at the intersection of two fields: the metaphysics action 

and ethics. This includes questions about free will, responsibility, intention, consent, voluntariness, blame, 

reasons for action, ethical disagreements, etc. 

My thesis is on free will scepticism, the claim that we lack free will. Several philosophers have 

expressed their scepticism about free will, whether it is conceived as the ability to do otherwise or as a 

kind of control. Although their arguments are challenging and extremely difficult to give a satisfying 

response to, there has been another kind of response to the sceptics, namely that doubting free will is 

problematic, whether free will exists or not.  

There are four types of arguments of this type against scepticism. Firstly, it is self-defeating to doubt 

free will because free will is necessary for rationality and thus for adequate doubt. Secondly, it is self-

defeating to doubt free will because free will is required for moral responsibility. But in turn doubting 

moral responsibility is problematic. Either it is self-defeating, because this doubt rests on moral premises 

which we are not warranted to admit if we are not responsible. Or it is idle, because the moral responsibility 

system requires no justification and thus is not subject to doubt. Thirdly, free will sceptics display 

irrationality when they engage in some inescapable important human actions. More precisely, free will 

sceptics cannot rationally deliberate about what to do. Since we cannot stop deliberating in this way, we 

would not be more rational to doubt free will than to admit it. Fourthly, even if in certain contexts like in 

the philosophy classroom the sceptic is right, the sceptic is wrong to doubt free will in the contexts which 

matter, e.g. in a court of law. The sceptics are like mathematicians who insist that we stop talking about 

flat tables because there is no real flat surface in the world. 

In my thesis, I argue that these arguments are not strong enough to show that we should believe in 

free will. Nevertheless, they are instructive about how not to be a sceptic. In a word, they trace the 

‘contours’ of free will scepticism by discrediting some reasons for doubting free will. 

II. Research Proposal 

1. The Lessons of Deliberation 

We often deliberate about what to do. In these occasions, we must follow some norms – we cannot, for 
instance, deliberate rationally about what we take to be impossible options (should I spend the weekend 
on the Moon or on Mars?). These norms, which are about philosophy of action, have implications for 
issues in metaphysics, in ethics, and in metaethics. The aim of the project is to explore these implications. 

A. The Metaphysical Issue: Deliberation and Free Will 

Picture Cate Blanchett deliberating about whether to award the Palme d’Or to The Wild Pear Tree or to 
Shoplifters. The first has wonderful shots, but the acting of the second is superior. How will she cast her 
vote? Cate finds the question excruciating; she could really choose either! 

Free will sceptics (at least defined in one sense) believe that Cate is mistaken: like all of us, she lacks 
the ability to do otherwise. They typically reason as follows. Either our actions are determined by the past 
and the laws of nature or they are the result of chance. In neither case do we have the ability to do 
otherwise. Controversy rages over the soundness of this reasoning. 

Be it as it may, free will scepticism seems unacceptable because it seems incompatible with practical 
deliberation. At least, free will scepticism is incompatible with our deliberating well or rationally. This claim 
has a venerable history (see Alexander, De Fato 12, van Inwagen 1983; Cohen 2018). The claim that 
practical deliberation is incompatible with free will scepticism has however been met with an impressive 
opposition (see e.g. Nelkin 2004, Pereboom 2008). 
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In order to solve this debate, my hypothesis (explored in a submitted paper) is that we need to 
investigate the connection between deliberation and decision. Deliberation aims at making a decision. And 
there are norms of decision: one cannot decide to do what they believe to be impossible for instance. I 
believe that these norms will pose a problem to the free will sceptic. 

B. The Ethical Issue: Deliberation and Intentions 

There is a distinction between making a decision and making a prediction about what I will do (see Cowan 
1969, 59; Clarke 1992, 108). Consider the following case: 

Pandemic: Tanya and Simon are playing a cooperative board game. Simon, who is a board-game 
enthusiast, tells Tanya that she should move the medic pawn to Jakarta. Since Simon is reliable and 
Tanya believes him, she knows that she will move the pawn in this way. Yet Tanya still deliberates 
painstakingly about what to do by weighting reasons for and against moving the medic pawn to 
Jakarta. And this is rational. 

If this is right, then we can deliberate rationally about what to do despite knowing what we will decide. 
This is because we not only want to make the right decision, but we want to decide for the right reasons.  

These observations are relevant to the doctrine of double effect. This doctrine claims that there is a 
moral difference between acting while foreseeing that some bad state of affairs will result from this action 
and acting while intending the same state of affairs to obtain as a means to an end (Quinn 1989). For 
example, there is a moral difference between dropping a bomb while foreseeing that it will kill innocent 
people as a side effect (in order to win the war) and dropping a bomb to terrorise people as a means to winning 
the war. Some philosophers have questioned this distinction on the grounds that if intentions mattered 
for obligations, then after having chosen a reckless course of action, we could simply tweak our intentions 
to make our action permissible (see Thomson 2008). Is this cheating? 

Cases like Pandemic give us reasons to believe that it is not cheating. We deliberate not only about what 
to do but about the reasons why we shall do it. And this choice of reasons for action grants us a legitimate 
control over our intentions. We control our intentions indirectly since we control our reasons for action 
(see Owens 2009, Alvarez 2017). 

C. The Metaethical Issue: Deliberation and Objectivity 

Moral realism is the thesis that there are objective moral facts which human beings sometimes come to 
know. The following argument can support this controversial thesis. It would be wrong to solve our moral 
disagreements by flipping a coin. This can only be explained if we assume that there are objective moral 
facts (see Enoch 2011). Similarly, I want to argue, in parallel with Enoch’s argument, that it would be 
wrong to solve our inner conflicts about moral matters by flipping a coin. This, again, can only be explained 
if we assume that there are objective moral facts. 

This raises issues that I want to tackle. In particular, it looks like a dogmatic response, since it assumes 
that our moral system is adequate in order to argue for moral objectivity (see e.g. Korsgaard 1996). It 
reminds us of Dworkin’s infamous argument (1996): It is wrong to torture children for pleasure whatever 
people think. Therefore, there are objective moral facts. These questions require further attention. 

To summarise the project, the philosophical study of deliberation teaches us three important lessons. 
In metaphysics, it undermines our doubt about free will. In ethics, it vindicates the view that we can be 
obliged to act for the right intention because we control our intentions by changing our reasons. In 
metaethics, it supports our belief in objective moral facts. This fits well with our belief that it would be 
wrong to conduct moral deliberation by flipping coins. 

III. The Work Achieved So Far 
My research work extends the work of my thesis, which already partly examined the metaphysical issue. 

Working on my thesis has made me realise that there are norms of rational deliberation, whose 

consequences are important. This means that my research project is wider and narrower than my thesis: it 

is narrower in that it only focusses on arguments which are related to deliberation; it is wider in that it 

touches not just the free will debate but debates in ethics and in metaethics. 

On top of having made progress on the metaphysical issue, I am already familiar with the ethical issue 

and the metaethical issue. I have taught several classes on the ethical issue and have led a reading group 

on it. I also participated in a conference closely related to the metaethical issue. My proposed research thus 

naturally extends my actual work. 


