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ABSTRACT: Certain athasts and thests have dleged that
thar philosophical worldviews provide a better means for
explaining a strong account of human freedom Prominent
athests who claim that only atheism can give a reasonable
account of freedom indude Antony Flew and Jean-Paul
Sartre.  J. P. Moreland contends tha only theism can
accountfor free will. My thesis is tha arguments for and
agang bdief in God cannot be decided on the groundsof
these types of free will arguments.

Does the existence of God aid or hinde the possibilities for oneto maintain a
robug sense of human freedon? Athdsts, Antony Flew and Jean-Paul Sartre, alegetha
if God exists, genuinefree will cannot On the other hand, J. P. Moreland argues tha
athesm cannotaccountfor free will because a cogent undestanding of free will requires
athestic worldview. Inthispaper, | shdl try to explain and critiquethe arguments
presented by these three philosophe's and present an answer to the question posd at the
beginning of this pgper. Butfirst some definitionsarein order.

Wha do | mean by human freedonm? Althoughnumerousqudificationsand
nuances could be given, for smplicity@ sake | am going to work with three broad
categories of human freedom There are two incompatibilist views of freedom,
libertarianism and determinism. QLibertarianism,Oor Ondaerminism,Ois theview tha
there are some choices tha humans perform without there beng any sufficient conditions
or causes tha precedetheact that is peformed. eterminismOis theview that
maintainsthat sufficient causes exist prior to all choices such that it isimpossible for an
act notto occur. Findly, GompatibilisnOor Goft-determinismOmaintainsthat no

logical inconsstency follows by affirming tha humansare respongble for ther choices

andtha al choices are sufficiently causaly determined.



A theismOtypically refersto the beief tha God does notexist. In this paper,
however, Githd smOmay be congrued more loosaly to refer to the postiontha bdief in
Godis notrequisite for arobug view of freewill. Thus those who bdievein Godbutdo
notthink that ther theistic bdief is necessary to uphold a significant account of freedom
qudify as athdstsin this sense. Theterm Qhest,Ofor the purposes of this paper,
describes a person who bdievesin one pesond, transcendent beng whos existence is

required to uphold a cogent undestanding of freedom

Antony Flew

Antony Flew has argued in numerousplaces tha belief in God condrains
freedom? Flew reasonstha if God is absolutely sovereign, then our choices are
andogousto thos of ahypnotzed person unde the influence of a Great Hypnoist. He
is paticularly critical of thedodrine of predestinaion:

Predestination seems to make outtha all of us al thetime, whether we know it

or not, hoth when by ordinary standadswe are acting freely and could hdp doing

wha we choo® to do and when we are acting under compulsion or when we are

notacting at al butare adeep or paayzed Pall of usare, really and ultimately, as

it were, acting outtheirresistible suggestionsof the Great Hypnoist. Thisideais

inogmpaible with tha of our being free agents, propely accountble for wha we

do.

Theproblem is notjug tha humanswould lose significant freedom accordingto
Flew, buttha God would still hold humansto bemorally accountable for ther choices.
In other words if God isthe deierminate cause for all human choices, then it seems
incongstent for God to punish and reward them onthe basis of choices God has
determined them to perform. More paointedly, God® ultimate judgmentN heaven and
heIN is suppo®d to be based on people@ choicesin life. Butif God has determined all

human choices, paticularly those tha relate to this judgment, then heaven and hdl



become the abhorrent result of the seemingly arbitrary will of God. Flew draws this
condusgon when hewrites, CBuppo® nowwe learn that we are all, al thetime, in all
things creatures of a Great Manipulator.O Flew continues, (then] we can no longe take
it for granted tha it would berightto punish [ug; and certainly nottha it would beright
for [the] Creator to become the Great Judticiar! 3 Flew( argument could be congrued
thisway:

o!'" P
[If theism istrue then predestinaionistrue]

(2) P" ~PAP
[If predestinationistrue then humans cannotact otherwise.]

(3) ~PAP" ~R
[If humans cannotact otherwise, then they cannotbe morally responsble.]

4! " ~R[L23
[If theism istrue then humanscannotbe morally respongble.]

B5) F# R
[Some actionisfreely paeformed if and only if oneis morally responsble for
that act.]

6)! " ~F[4,9]
[Therefore, if theism istrue then no action can befreely performed ]

As| undestand Flew, there are at |east two major problemsin his argument.
First, heassumes that thesm entails determinism (premise 1), which is contrary to wha
mog theststhink. Anticipaing this critique Flew explainsthat his argument
encompasses the theological traditions represented by Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther,
JohnCalvin, and Jonaghan Edwards. Moreover, when Flew refersto thedodrine of
predestination, he takes predestination to mean that God determines every act, to be Gin
immediate consequence of basic theésm.& For thesake of argument, | will concedethat

Flew is correct in noting that thetheology of Thomes, Luther, Calvin, and Edwards



entails theological determinism. Suppo® heisrightN what follows from tha? This
hardly meritstheirondad dedudiontha predestination (undestood as theological
determinism) is Gin immediate consequence of basic thasm.O For numerousinfluential
and philosophically proficient theists such as Luis de Molina Jacob Arminius John
Wedley, open thests, and many others harmonize the basic tenets of theism and
libertarian free will.° Fromthis small sampling, it is evident tha Flew® assumption tha
thasm entails deerminism is mistaken. In lightof this evidence, (2) will need to be
restated as:

(2) P" PAP
[If predestinationistrue then humanscan act othewise.]

The seconddifficulty implicit in Flew® argument is that he assumes that the
ability to choo® otherwise is both necessary and sufficient condition for moral
resporsibility. Until mog recently this claim probably would go uncontested. Harry
Frankfurt, however, has demondrated that justifying this premise is problematic.” To see
this, take oneof Frankfurt@ examples. Imaginethat some person Jones has had abrain
opeation of which heis unavare. Thebrain surgeon places electrodesin Jones@ brain
so he can control certain actionsof Jones. Now suppo that the surgeon wants Jones to
perform action 4. |f Jones chooss to do 4, then the surgeon will not manipulate Jones3
actionsin any way. If Jones choo%s notto do 4, however, then thesurgeon will make
Jones do A4 via his surgical modification on Jones. Furthermore, suppo® Jones doesin
fact freely choos to do 4 withoutany manipulation from the surgeon. Accordingto (3),
Jonesis notmorally responsble since he could not act otherwise. Nonehdess, it seems

that Jones@ action would countas amorally responsble act. So, somethingiswrong



with (3).2 If Frankfurt® counterexamples hold agang theprinciple of aternae
possibilities, then Flew@ argument will have to modify (3) in thefollowing way:

(3) ~PAP" R
[If humans cannotact otherwise, then they can bemorally responsble.]

Now when we take (1), (2"), and (3"), we get:

4H!'" R
[If theism istrue then humanscan bemorally responsble.]

And (4") combined with (5) only yields

@éY'!" F
[If theism istrue then human acts can befreely paformed.]

So, given (2') and (3'), Flew@® argument cannotyield his intended conduson.

For the sake of argument, however, assume tha the modified premises (2") and
(3" are notdamning to Flew(® argument. Has Flew provided a supaior account of
freedomby podulating athesm? As| seeit, hehasnot Thecrux of Flew® argument
agang theism is his disapprovd of theological determinism, which typically is expressed
by Christian philosophes and theologians as a type of soft-determinism.® Flew( own
view of freedom however, isamaterialistic compatibilism in thetradition of Thomas
Hobbes and David Hume.® Consquently, hefindstheview tha God determines all
actionsto beirrecondlable with moral respongbility. Yet, hesees noinconsstency with
uphoding moral responsbility when al actionsare causally determined by material
entities. In short, Flew is arguing tha premise (3) (unrevised) is sufficient to reject
theological compaibilism, while assuming (3) does not countagang materialistic
compaibilisn. But Flew@ subditution of materialistic compatibilism for theological
compaibilism will not strike anyoneas an improvement unless onehas aready vested

interests in atheism. Moreover, anyonewho findsany type of determinism or



compaibilism to beimplausble will likely shy away from either of the optionspresented

by theism and atheism given above

J. P. Moreland
Agang Flew, J. P. Moreland contendstha any compaibilist type of athesm will
not give an accountof free will that is preferable to thesm. Moreland assumes tha
compaibilist accounts of freedomare incoheent. Moreover, he suggests that many of
themore defendble modds of athasm are essentially tied to some form of compaibilism
(as Flew contendg, since they rely on something like metaphyscal materialism to
accountfor theentire makeup of human bengs If thisis so, then Paul Churchland, an
atheist and physcal redudionist, is correct when he recordstha, Qhereis neither need,
nor room, to fit any nonphyscal subgances or propertiesinto our theoretical accountof
ourselves. We are creatures of matter.3* Based on this line of reasoning Moreland
argues tha thaesm can give astronge accountof freedont
[Flew] desiresto preserve libertarian freedom butsuch freedomis actudly more
compaible with theism than with themore defengble versionsof athesm D
versionstha are physcalistic or scientistic in orientation. To see this, onemug
redize tha the existence of full-blown freedomin certain creatures has
metaphyscal implicationstha are QlanglersOfor mog versionsof athasm.
Freedom presuppo®s agent causation Dagents tha have the capacity to exercise
thar causal powers spontaneoudy for variousreasons But agent causation seems
to presuppo® dudism, and it is precisely theexistence of finite, subgantial souls
or mindstha is hard to explain if scientistic/physcalistic versonsof atheism are
true’?

Moreland® argument could be condrued this way:

() L" AC
[If libertarianism istrue, then agent causation istrue.]

(8) AC" D
[If agent causationistrue, then subgance dudismistrue]



9 D" !
[If subdance dudism istrue, then thesmistrue]

(100 L" ! [7,89]
[Therefore, if libetarianism istrue then theism istrue]

Since the sts can offer an adequae explanaion for the origin of a self or agent,
which seemsto beimplied for libertarian free will to exist, and athests cannot, it follows
that Moreland® argument shows tha atheism cannot accourt for libertarian freedomas
thoroughly astheésm. Undoubedly, athasts will question Moreland® appropriation of
subgance dudism,*® but his argument stands In fact, it islikely tha premises (7), (8),
and (9) will all bedisputed and will require rigorous suppott to accept.* Unlike Flew(
atheism, however, Moreland@theism does give a better accountfreedomthan theview
heis supplanting. If Moreland® contentionN tha theism accounts for libertarianism
better than athaésmN is correct, then thasm will bepreferable to those who find
libertarianism to betrue Unfortunaely for Moreland, this difference will likely only
impress those who aready have strong convictionsfor thesm. For mog people who are

indined to accept (7), (8), and (9) will likely already bethests.

Jean-Paul Sartre
Jean-Paul Sartre represents another important perspective of human freedomfor
atheésm. Unlike Flew whoisacompatibilist, Sartre is an inddgerminist. Sartre represents
astrand of athesm tha is commonly referred to as existentialism. Existentialism is
foundel on theclaim tha existence precedes essence. In other words existence precedes

aknowable pumpos, design, or end for wha exists.



Freedomfor Sartre isinhaently tied to human existence. On hisview, freedomis
abasic component of beng human. Sartre® postionis forthrightly stated in Being and
Nothingness:

My freedomis perpetudly in questionin my beng; it isnot aqudity added onor
aproperty of my nature. Itisvery exactly thestuff of my beng; andasin my
being, my bengisin question, | mus necessarily possess a certain
comprehenson of freedom™

Onereason why Sartre oppo®s thasm istha human freedom, on hisview, is
incongstent with people having a designed end, purpose, or essence. In his own words,
(rhebeingwhichiswha it is can notbefree 3° In order to betruly free, Sartre
contendstha humans mug befree to choos and fulfill thar own pumposes. He makes
this point in Existentialism and the Human Emotions:

Wha is meant here by saying tha existence precedes essence? It meanstha, first
of all, man exists, turnsup, appears on the scene, and only afterwards defines
himself. If man, astheexistentialist conceives him, isinddinable, it is because
first heisnathing. Only afterwardswill he be something, and he himself will
have madewhat hewill be Thus thereis no human naure, since thereis no God
to conaiveit. Notonly isman wha heconceves himself to be, butheisaso
only what hewillshimself to be after this thrug toward existence. Man is nothing
else butwha he makes himself.”

Sartre® argument can be condrued in thefollowing way:
11 1" ~E

[If humansare indgerminigtically free, then humanscannothave a
preexistent essence.]

12) !'" E
[If theism istrue then humanshave a preexisting essence.]

(13) ! " ~I[11 12]
[Therefore, if theism istrue then humanscannotbe indgerministically
free]

Theupshot of Sartre@ atheism, unlike Flew(, isthat it provides a stronge

accountof human freedomthan any form of thesm. In fact, human freedomaccording to



Sartre@® existentialism will always be stronge than theistic accounts of freedom, which
fundamentally describe humansas beingscreated with a preexisting purpo or essence.
Even Moreland® accountof human freedomwould be weaker than Sartre@.
Consequently, Sartre® athesm escapes the two faulty premises implicit in Flew®
argument, while posting a seemingly better alternative to freedomthan theism.

Some thests, however, have persuasively argued that an athe stic existentialist
accountof freedomfails to accomplish what it intendsin thethe st-atheist debateN
namely to providea more meaningful accountof freedom Humanscan have aradica
type of freedomto choos wha they will on Sartre(3 view, butno choiceis actudly better
than another. For Sartre, humans cannotand mug not have an essential purpose to fulfill
tha is ontologically prior to existence. C. Stephen Evansexplainsthe deficiencies of
Sartre@ philosophyin light of thethdstic aternaive:

God created humansto beresponsble choosrs. The choices are notindifferent;

to choo to turn away from God and hiswaysisto choo% notto become my true

self. However, thefact that thistruesdlf is given, and notinvented by me out of
nothing, does not negate my freedom It is, in fact, wha makes my freedom
meaningful. Thefreedom Sartre bdieves humanspossess seems more arbitrary
and meaningless. There can be no concern for making good choices unless some
choices are really good.™

So, on Sartre@ view, choosngisan endinitself. For theists, however, making
choicesis good,buttho choices mug be evaluaed according to a highe standad,
rather than merely valuingtheact of choosnginitself. Thisgives groundsfor rejecting
(11). Inits place, Evansendorses:

(14) E" |

[If humans have a preexisting essence, then indegerministic freedomcan
be meaningful.]
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Furthermore, Moreland® objection to Flew@ atheism may still have some import
for Sartre@ version. Sartre contendsthat absolute freedomis a basic fact of humanity
tha isinexplicable. Consequently, on Sartre@ view, human freedomis a brute fact that
mysterioudy exists withoutexplanaion. Theism, as Moreland argues, can give an
explanaion of freedomby maintaining that God created humanswith an immaterial self
for the purpose of bestowing them with free will. Sartre® atheism cannotexplain this
peculiar phenomenonabouthuman bengs If Sartreisright, how humans possess
freedomremainsunexplained.

So, Sartre® atheism may provide a philosophythat advocates humans have
unfettered freedom, but| have maintained that there are at least two difficulties with his
view of freedom Firgt, free will withoutessential purpo<e or meaning for choices does
not give a more meaningful accountof libertarian freedom Second, how humanshave
free will remainsinscrutable. Therefore, Sartre® athasm will not persuade anyonewho

is not already committed to some form of existentialism or atheism.

Conclusion

This pgoe began with thefollowing question: Does the existence of God aid or
hinde the possibilities for oneto maintain arobug sense of human freedon™? | bdieve
have reached some preliminary answersto this question. First, bdief in God clearly does
aid onein undestanding a strong accountof freedom. As Moreland showed, theists can
give an accountfor the existence of freewill. Second,following Stephen Evansthests
can arguethat bdief in God allows for a meaningful framework in which free choices
occur. Forthese reasons it seemstha bdief in God suppots bdief in human freedom,

contrary to the claims of Flew and Sartre.
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Y et the sts should not think they have surmounted a decisive victory over athasts
in the metaphysdcs of free will. For it seems tha these thests have only shown that
thaesm is compatible with a strongaccountof freedom Wha has not been demondrated
istha athesm is not compatible with arobug account of free will. For thastswho are
willing to concede compaibilism in order to accept views like Thamism, Calvinism, and
othe forms of theological determinism, mug recognize tha an athestic account of
freedom like Antony Flew@ compatibilism, isjus as rationd asther own. Moreover,
athestswho are indined to uphoM libertarian freedom can consgstently endorse views
like Sartre@3 that bdieve that human free will is an inexplicable brute fact of human
existence. Moreover, thasts have difficult problems of thar own to face if free will
exists asthey clam. Forthos like Moreland, theclassic problems of subgance dudism
and agent causation will need to be addressed. For all thests, thequestion of why God
has given freedomto his creation knowing tha they would (or could) misuseit terribly, is
begging to beanswered. It may bethe case tha these types of objectionsstand as
rationd groundsfor atheststo discard theories of freedom available to thests.

So the metaphyscs of free will is notgoing to be an issuetha thasts or athests
will beable to use to decidethetruth and falsity of theism and atheism. While it may be
conceded tha thesm gives a meaningful accountof freedom, athests are notobligated to
abandonatheism for thisreason dlone After al, smply because a possible state of
affairs could make freedom explicable does not necessarily make such states of affairs

true Theefore, theargumentsfor and agang bdief in God mug bedecided elsewhere.

! An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the 55" annud meeting of the New
Mexico/West Texas Philosophical Sodety, which convened in San Antonio, Texas,
March 26-28,2004 | would aso like to thank Dan Stiver for the hdpful feedback he
offered on earlier drafts of this pgper.
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