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Frankfurt cases lead us to reconsider the discussion of free will. Habermas should not only acknowledge the first push, from subjective local environment to the objective normative global environment as precondition of free will. If he follows Frankfurt constraints he should also acknowledge the second push: from objective global environment to the daemonic transglobal environment, the push from the actual to the possible world, and dialectic synthetic reflective integration of consciousness/phenomenology into the world.
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Habermas on free will

Habermas wrote a paper “The language game of responsible agency and the problem of free will: How can epistemic dualism be reconciled with ontological monism?” (2007). He starts by the question whether the progress “in the neurosciences poses a threat to the language game of responsible agency”. Free will is the basis for “attributing responsibility”. Problems related to reductionist strategies show that there are limits to scientific ‘views form nowhere’. Free will comes from “performative presuppositions belonging to agent’s participant perspective”, introducing its dualism with “observer perspectives”.  How to reconcile this with “ontological monism” (2007:13)? Non-reductionism and compatibilism are species of physicalism. 


We start by delineating Frankfurt cases as providing counterexamples to “could have done otherwise” as the basis of free will. Building upon these, compatibilists have separated self as a source of action from the phenomenology of action. We then discuss two pushes towards the appropriate environment as a precondition of free will. The first goes from the subjective local environment to the objective global environment. The second goes from this last one to the transglobal daemonic environment. We argue that Habermas should subscribe, and that perhaps he does indeed subscribe to this result.

Frankfurt cases 

Frankfurt cases are daemonic cases: you think your actions are based upon your free will. But an all-powerful daemon orchestrates the setting in such a manner that things really cannot go in any other way as she planned. You believe that you perform the action A as based upon your free will decision. If asked, you would agree that you wanted to go in this direction. But as soon as you would start to act in an opposite direction, the daemon would arrange this not to be possible (a dramatic turn would be that daemon kills you if your action would go into the direction she did not plan). Habermas accentuates that a part of free will understanding is “could have done otherwise”, and that moreover this is the basis of free will. Frankfurt cases target a clear exclusion of this possibility.


Upon the basis of Frankfurt cases, compatibilists have separated 


(a) self as the source of action, from


(b) phenomenology of action.

In Frankfurt cases you certainly have (b) phenomenology of action, but you are not (a) yourself the source of action. Our interpretation is that compatibilists have taken the route of exclusive disjunction under the influence of Frankfurt cases: you recognize either (a) self as the source of action, or (b) phenomenology of action. In fact, compatibilists think you should go for the real (a) that is so powerfully put under question by Frankfurt scenarios. Habermas talks a lot about reasons, acting upon reasons and decisions. But the basis of this approach is “could have done otherwise”.


The compatibilist reasoning is supported by the underlying thesis that beliefs and desires are the needed measures for discerning when you are (a) yourself as the source of action. It seems that if beliefs and desires are taken as a measure for (a) self as the source of action, this then leads to the above mentioned exclusive disjunction understanding of the relation between (a) and (b). Thus, compatibilists have exclusionarily separated (a) and (b) under their understanding of Frankfurt cases. 


But, is this understanding appropriate? The answer is that it isn’t. The phenomenology of the experience of agency shows that (a) and (b) are narrowly intertwined.


If this is true, then we have inclusivist disjunction as interpretation of Frankfurt cases. This means that (b) phenomenology of action goes together with and constitutes (a), self as the source of action. The inclusivist interpretation of Frankfurt cases seems to be the appropriate one for compatibilists, we think, although this should of course be argued for.


We take a look at Frankfurt cases. What are they actually? The answer is that they are daemonic cases. How are they introduced? As counterexamples (in analytic tradition) to the thesis that (a) self is the source of action. On one side this is a typical analytic trick to see where there exist counterexamples to a general thesis (thesis (a)). Frankfurt cases introduce a wider environment in which free will is then really possible. The explanation is as follows. Before the introduction of Frankfurt cases, the environment needed to evaluate whether something is an action as based upon free will was the usual external world. Now, as we considered Frankfurt cases (as counterexamples to the previous thesis), we have introduced a wider environment: the daemonic environment, which indeed is much wider than the usual environment. We have thereby considered many more possible situations (daemonic situations, in fact) than this is the case with the external actual world. 

Two pushes

Here is a quick reconstruction of two pushes that pass through the ever increasing environment:

First push

It is the push form the (1) subjective local environment as precondition of free will (“non-reflective cartesianism”: myself, as the one having consciousness, am the source of my actions, without the external world having any decisive role in this) to the (2) objective global environment as precondition of free will (objective global environment does not encompass just subjective consciousness as precondition of free will, but wider environment, including language games, considerations involving other people, institutions, normativity, community preconditions of responsibility, including forensic and legal responsibility).


The first push is argued for by Habermas: (1) subjective local environment does not suffice as precondition of free will; (2) objective global environment including language games (normativity etc) is precondition of free will.

Second push

This is the push from (2) objective global environment to the (3) daemonic transglobal environment.


Explanation is that (3) was introduced by Frankfurt cases. Once as Frankfurt cases were on the table, each account of free will preconditions has to consider (3) daemonic transglobal environment.


What is (3), daemonic transglobal environment, actually? The answer is that it is the environment which we have obtained as the result of reflection in respect to conditions of (2), i.e. of objective global environment.


What happens with the second push? The answer is in the thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics:


(1) subjective local environment stands for thesis;


(2) objective global environment is for antithesis;


(3) daemonic transglobal environment is for synthesis.


NB: synthesis (3) brings together into synthetic unity (1) consciousness, phenomenology, and the (2) objective normative world.


It is not sufficient just to affirm the importance of the (2) external world, as against limitation to (1) consciousness. No, dialectically we have to put together

(2) the objective normative external world with 

(1) consciousness.


We enter thereby into the area of new quality:


(3) into the dialectic coming together of (1) consciousness and the (2) objective world, the world of new possibilities, because this new qualitative world includes possibilities that transcend the actuality of the objective world; this dialectic move, in other words, produces daemonic transglobal environment.


Here is our first interpretation. Habermas goes for the first push, (from (1) to (2)). But this is clearly incomplete. Because with (2), he would stay with the actual normative world. But he clearly needs something wider, as an environment, namely the environment of wider possibilities, transcending actuality, the environment bringing together (1) consciousness/phenomenology and (2) the objective world into new quality of possibilities in respect to the transglobal environment (daemon environment, in respect to leading of the trick through Frankfurt cases).


The second push provides the dialectic synthesis of (1) consciousness and (2) reality into a new quality (3).


Therefore we think that Habermas is constrained to accept, underwrite the second push, form (2) objective global environment to the (3) daemonic transglobal environment.


We think that this should be so because it is the right way to react to Frankfurt, in the area of free will.


There lurk however some problems for Habermas, if he accepts our just proposed way to go, that may be formulated as the following questions:


- Does Habermas think that he is bound to Frankfurt (in the free will discussion)? (We suppose he doesn't, but this depends on his understanding of compatibilism and accordingly of the (2) synthesis move presuppositions.)


- Is Habermas happy with the consequence of opting for the daemonic transglobal environment as a natural interpretation of the dialectic synthesis of (1) consciousness and the (2) objective normative world? (Again we think that this first of all depends upon one's understanding of the antithetic (2) phase.)

Some discussion

Consider our title Transvaluating Frankfurt. The title seems to be post-modern indeed.


First, we would suggest that Habermas cannot stay with limitation to the first push. He needs to get a new quality (synthesis of consciousness – worker consciousness – and the objective world), in order to come to the qualitatively new world, to the dimension of new possibilities. This new environment though is the daemonic transglobal environment.


A clarification is in order here. Compatibilism is opposed to incompatibilism. Incompatibilism believes that determinism and free will are not compatible. Compatibilism to the contrary thinks that determinism and free will are compatible. 


We entered the debate at the point of “could have dome otherwise” as the mark of free will.


Under the pressure of Frankfurt cases, compatibilists separated (a) and (b), i.e. (a) self as the source of action and (b) phenomenology. Under Frankfurt pressure, they opted for (a) self as a source of action, because it seemed that, in view of Frankfurt cases, (b) phenomenology may be misleading. 


The perceived misleading nature of phenomenology can be explained thus. Frankfurt cases, where you have daemonic environment, allow that the agent keeps (b) phenomenology of free will, action, despite that clearly, in Frankfurt cases, (a) is not complied with, because the daemon is the source of action, not the self. That’s why compatibilists concentrated just on (a), i.e. self as the source of free will.
Habermas argues against reduction of (1) consciousness as a source of free will to the (2) objective material world conditions. This seems to make him embrace the second push: from the (2) objective world to the (3) reflective transglobal environment, including thus (1) consciousness and (normative) (2) objectivity.

A tension and its resolution

The following tension may be detected in the overall Habermas approach to free will: 
On the one hand, there is commitment to the freedom, to the subjective and irreducible perspective of the subject, of the agent, that should assure him a free agency. Notice, by the way, that free agency is thereby considered from the perspective of self as a source of action and not from the perspective of the phenomenology of agency. This is commitment to the subjectivity (losing phenomenology from the view, though).


This commitment to subjectivity is in conflict with the objectivity of the third person view that is proper to the scientific impersonal approach, underlying causality proper to determinism. Such causal basis cannot account for or do right to the understanding (and not explanation) requiring first person perspective as the precondition of free activity.


On the other hand, the commitment to subjectivity is not sufficient either, because the cartesian agent needs to be embedded in the realm of reasons that place him into the community as its member, and he becomes a real agent only in the complex public space of communitarian language game. This means that the person who is a candidate for exercising of the free agency cannot be accounted for in this role of his by presupposition of the externalist mechanic causality, such as it is proper to physical realm including the brain and neural excitement. But riding himself of this causal and mechanical externalist burden, he still finds himself in need of transcending the subjective cartesian frame and to engage himself in the objective communicative realm of a wider community if he wishes to take on the role of free agent in the respective language game practice. We may try to depict the situation in the following manner:

	Dialectical steps of the freedom game
	Point of view, as precondition of free agency
	Reasons and causes: internalism and externalism
	Freedom and determinism
	Habermas scorekeeping

	(1) Thesis
	The subjective, first person perspective
	Internalist reasons:  reasons that are not matched by objective circumstances
	Blind freedom: free will based just upon one's consciousness/phenomenology
	Accepted, but judged to be too short

	(2) Antithesis
	The objective, scientific, third person or God's eye perspective 
	Externalist

causality
	Blind determinism: just physical (included brain states) as precondition of freedom
	Rejected, as not even considering (1). The fault of this position: NOT THEMATIZING (ii) COMMUNITY LANGUAGE GAME AS OBJECTIVE, RESTRICTING OBJECTIVITY TO (i) CAUSALITY

	(3) Synthesis
	The objective  community involving subjective perspective
	Externalist reasons: one's own  reasons for action as reflected by one's  engagement in  community language game 
	Engaged or reflective freedom: exercising subjective freedom in the   objective  community language game 
	Subscribed to, as a viable  synthesis of subjective freedom (1) in objective community circumstances (2)


Our proposed reconstruction presents Habermas as being engaged in a dialectical thesis-antithesis-synthesis game as he faces the free will and determinism issue. 


We think that he sees the main opposition between the thesis and antithesis, so that the subjective first person perspective of free agency, with its reasons, is opposed to the externalist causal scientific third person or God eye's view perspective. In this sense, reasons have to be affirmed against physical causal determinism, involving brain states as included into wider physical realm.


The conflict is resolved for Habermas by the synthetic move of recognizing conditions of free action as a viable synthesis of (1) subjective freedom in the surrounding of the (2) objective community circumstances.


Such a dialectics seems to be weak at one point. At the antithesis level, just physical causal determinism, also involving brain states efficiency, seems to be acknowledged. But community language game also figures as an objective commodity. Causal externalism is justly criticized. One may claim however that the (2) antithesis stage actually has to be divided into the (i) objective scientific, including brain states causality, and into the (ii) objective realm of community language game, where we have to do with objective reasons. The (3) synthesis move, then, can be depicted as dialectically building upon (2)(ii).


But this seem to be countered by Habermas criticism of various brands of compatibilism, as we understand, as subscribing to (2)(i) antithesis move only, without considering (2)(ii) at the (2) antithesis stage.


If we take a look at Frankfurt cases, they may perhaps be criticized for leaving out the reasons, so that the fundamental idea is “that our sense of freedom is compatible with determinism because the attribution of responsibility does not depend on the presence of alternate possibilities” (Habermas 2007:27). The reasoning here allows for interpretation that respecting the principle of alternate possibilities (PAP) would open counterfactual conditioned language game that would lead to community recognition guided and thus objective responsibility-recognized free agency. But without this, we only stay with the opposition of free-floating (1) subjective reasons and of (2) freedom cutting causal engagements.


It is doubtful thus whether Habermas thereby recognizes a proper approach to compatibilism. One strange thing is that he seems just to consider self as a source being the support of free agency, and that he does not acknowledge phenomenology as the precondition of free agency.


We propose to fix this by taking a look at the environments considered by the just depicted dialectical moves. At the (1) thesis stage, we have a local environment of engagement, comprising just subjective phenomenology, related to the free agency reasoning. At the (2) antithesis stage, there appears the global objective environment that is criticized by Habermas in its (i) scientific causal determinism involving picture, but may be also understood as (ii) objective reasons community language game involving setting. The (3) synthesis then comes with full recognition of transglobal objective reasons, i.e. the initially subjective reasons that appear as the goods coming from the objective, skeptics-proof experiential world, your brain in a vat duplicate compatible world with full active agentive phenomenology of BIV's Dasein's-being-in-the-world.


The move of not recognizing (2) (ii) may be linked with the gesture of not really appreciating this situation as the deep precondition of free will. Notice that (2)(ii) is compatible with the recognition of transglobal phenomenological experiential world, as, by the skeptical phenomenology based presupposition, you can very well be right now both recognized as a member of community participating in its rich reasons inducing language game and you can as well be in a position identical to your BIV's duplicate experiential Dasein-in-the-world.
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