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Folk-intuitions, free will and chance 

 

This application is for presenting a paper at the International Scientific Conference on Neuroethics in 

San Raffaele, Milan, 13 – 15.05.2020. The paper uses experimental philosophy to investigate the topic of 

free will and consciousness. 

 

The research question of this experimental paper is: Are folk-intuitions of free will hard incompatibilist? 

The primary novelty of the paper is that it tests folk-intuitions of free will without neglecting to account 

for the hard-incompatibilist notion of free will. Secondly, to the authors’ knowledge, this is the first 

experiment to control for both bypassing and intrusion effects, to ensure that the results are not driven 

by lay-peoples’ misinterpretations of the applied vignettes. 

 

When certain philosophical positions are put forth, they are often resisted on the grounds that they are 

counterintuitive. This common-place objection has motivated research to investigate what peoples’ 

general intuitions are. In particular, experimental philosophy on free will has exploded, with a strong 

focus on folk-intuitions of free will. As proponents of both compatibilist and incompatibilist conceptions 

of free will claim that their preferred concept of free will is what corresponds to ordinary folk-intuitions, 

these claims have been put to the test. 

1. Do people have marked intuitions? 

2. Do they align with philosophical conceptions? 

Whereas most papers test only for compatibilist or incompatibilist intuitions (part 1), and face problems 

(part 2), the present paper addresses hard incompatibilism and offers better control for the 

methodological troubles. 

 

Part 1. Expanding the scope  

    A quirk of the experimental philosophy of free will is that it has been almost entirely focused on 

whether people have compatibilist or incompatibilist intuitions about free will. These two positions are 

not entirely exhaustive however. In the theoretical literature, a third position has been put forth: Hard 

incompatibilism (Pereboom 2014). The hard incompatibilist notion of free will is sometimes called 

source-freedom or the ultimacy notion of free will (McKenna & Pereboom 2016). The core idea is that 

free will is incompatible with both determinism and indeterminism. Is it true that “we often think –

incoherently- of free-willed choices as neither determined nor random” (Kastrup 2020)?   
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Part 2. Controlling for possible misunderstandings  

The results of previous studies remain split – some findings seem to demonstrate compatibilist intuitions 

(Nahmias et al. 2005, Murray & Nahmias 2010), while others demonstrate incompatibilist intuitions 

(Nichols & Knobe 2007, Nadelhoffer et al. 2019). Worse yet, the methods seem to fail to probe 

intuitions: Lay-people do not understand deterministic descriptions in the way that experimenters 

intend.  Misunderstandings are of two kinds. The 1st kind of misunderstanding is known as intrusion, 

whereby participants fail to properly track the deterministic component of deterministic descriptions 

(Nadelhoffer et al. 2019). In cases of intrusion, participants mistakenly import indeterministic 

metaphysics into the deterministic descriptions: They interpret determinism as being indeterminism. 

The 2nd kind of misunderstanding is known as bypassing, whereby participants mistakenly interpret 

determinism to entail epiphenomenalism (Nahmias and Murray 2010): They think determinism entails 

that mental states have no causal efficacy (in stark contrast to the compatibilist notion and what 

philosophers in general mean by determinism – that occurrences follow with necessity from what 

precedes them). 

    These methodological problems severely problematize the findings of the field, as they show that the 

studies may have failed altogether to engage the kind of intuitions they attempted to examine. 

 

Part 3. What we will learn 

The study employs a classic vignette approach with descriptions of three different worlds: A 

‘deterministic’, an ‘indeterministic’, and a ‘chance/probabilistic’ vignette. Each of the 158 participants 

sees a deterministic and either an indeterministic or probabilistic vignette, and are asked to assess 

whether it is possible to have free will or not within that universe. 

    The main hypothesis of the paper is that by making the chance-aspect of indeterministic mechanics 

salient, folk will less frequently ascribe free will to agents in such scenarios, compared to agents in 

indeterministic scenarios where the chance-element is kept latent (probabilistic contra indeterministic). 

In addition, we hypothesized that the bypassing effect can be avoided by explicitly describing that 

mental states such as beliefs, desires and intentions are causally efficacious in the deterministic 

descriptions. 

The full paper will present the results, showing that: 

1) When controlling for bypassing and intrusion effects, people consistently give incompatibilist (but not 

hard incompatibilist) answers.  2) That the bypassing and intrusion effects significantly alter the results, 

demonstrating the importance of controlling for these effects. 3) That the bypassing effect is very 

strong: Even when participants are explicitly told that mental states have causal efficacy in a given 
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world, they will consistently report that mental states do not have such effects in the described world. 

4) That the metaphysical distinction between determinism and indeterminism is itself quite unintuitive, 

and that folk-intuitions of free will seem more related to the epiphenomenalism contra mental 

causation distinction. If folk-intuitions of free will are indeed unrelated to the metaphysical distinction of 

determinism/indeterminism, this would support the compatibilist claim that the folk-intuitive concept 

has no strict metaphysical commitment to indeterminism.  

    The results will be interpreted in relation to the previously proposed models in the literature. 
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