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5

Free Will Skepticism and the Conscious Formation of 
Intentions

Libet-style experiments have led to a specific kind of free will skepticism, which consists of 
three claims: (a) Libet-style experiments show that the conscious intentions that are the object 
of study are not the causes of what agents do, (b) what agents do is only free if it is caused by 
a conscious intention, and (c) the results of Libet-style experiments can be generalized to all 
conscious intentions. In chapter 1 of this book I argued that this kind of free will skepticism 
should be understood in relation to intentional action: if conscious intentions are not causally 
efficacious we do not act intentionally, and therefore we do not have free will. In chapter 2 
and 3 I defended claim (b): causally efficacious conscious intentions are indeed necessary for 
intentional action, and with that for free will. In this chapter, I will argue that claim (a) and 
(c) should be discarded.
 Often, philosophers respond to the threat of Libet-style experiments by focusing on claim 
(c). They claim that the findings cannot be generalized from proximal intentions, intentions 
about something to do straightaway (Mele, 1992, p. 72) that are the object of study in Libet-style 
experiments, to distal intentions, intentions for the non-immediate future (Mele, 1992, p. 
137). The strategy is to argue that, at least sometimes, distal intentions are causally efficacious 
(e.g., Gallagher, 2006; Mele, 2009; Pacherie, 2014; Sinnott-Armstrong, 2011; Slors, 2015), 
even though proximal intentions might not be (e.g., Gallagher, 2006; Slors, 2015). This is 
also how Libet-style experiments sometimes are interpreted: the subjects did have a distal 
intention to follow the instructions and this intention had an effect on what the subjects did 
during the experiment (e.g., Sinnott-Armstrong, 2011, p. 239), even if the conscious proximal 
intention did not.
 In this chapter my aim is delve deeper into why this distinction between proximal and 
distal intentions is relevant and how it can be connected to this kind of free will skepticism. 
More specifically, I will point out, in line with Slors’ (2015) proposal, that a more substantial 
distinction should be made in response to Libet-style experiments: it is not the generalization of 
the findings from proximal to distal intentions that we should focus on, but the generalization 
from intentions that are passively acquired to intentions that are consciously formed. 
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However, I also argue that the connection between distal intentions and conscious formation 
on the one hand and proximal intentions and passive acquisition on the other is not as strong 
as Slors (2015) assumes. Whether we consciously form an intention or passively acquire one 
depends on whether we have to integrate information and make up our minds about what to 
do. On the basis of this I argue that claim (c) should be discarded. Furthermore, I argue that 
claim (a) should be discarded as well, because otherwise we end up drawing the problematic 
conclusion that whether an intention causes what we do, and whether we act intentionally, 
depends on how we came to have the intention. Why think that we act intentionally only when 
we have to make up our minds about what to do, while what we do is mere behavior when we 
already know what to do and passively acquire the intention? I argue instead that there is good 
reason to think that, in line with our experience as acting agents in for example Libet-style 
experiments, both passively acquired and consciously formed intentions cause what we do.
 I proceed as follows. In section 1 I examine the common response that Libet’s findings 
should not be generalized to distal intentions, assess whether this response suffices to 
argue against free will skepticism on the basis of Libet-style experiments, and point out two 
problems with this strategy. After that, in section 2 I argue that the crucial distinction is the 
one between conscious formation and passive acquisition of intentions, because in case of 
consciously formed intentions the intention could not have been there in unconscious form, 
and it follows that conscious processes necessarily played a causal role in what the agent does. 
In section 3 I point out that this distinction does not match the distinction between distal and 
proximal intentions, and I propose two conditions for conscious formation of intentions. I 
conclude that these are situations in which (1) the agent is uncertain about what to do, and 
(2) the agent needs to integrate information about possible courses of action to make up her 
mind about what to do. On the basis of this, claim (c) can be discarded. In section 4 I apply this 
distinction to claim (a) and I conclude that this claim should be discarded as well. In the final 
section I state the conclusions of this chapter.

1. Distal Intentions as Conscious Causes
In this section I examine the reply that the findings of Libet-style experiments cannot be 
generalized to all intentions, more specifically to distal intentions, and I argue that it does not 
suffice to address free will skepticism on the basis of Libet-style experiments as such. 
 Libet-style experiments seem to show that we do not consciously decide what to do, 
because the presence of unconscious neural precursors seems to show that the brain has 
‘decided’ what we will do before we are aware of it (e.g., Filevich et al., 2013; Haggard & Eimer, 
1999; Libet, 1985; Soon et al., 2008). The conscious intention seems to occur too late and 
therefore cannot cause what we do. In response, Mele (2009, p. 59) argues that the neural 
process that precedes the conscious intention and the ensuing bodily movement might very 
well represent something other than a decision that has already been made, most likely an 
urge or inclination to act. This is why the experiments do not show that conscious intentions 
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are not causally efficacious. 
 However, as Schlosser (2012a) argues, it does not matter what the neural process 
precisely represents: “the challenge is generated by the fact that conscious [proximal] 
intentions are preceded by unconscious neural processes that are related and specific to 
the ensuing intentional movements” (p. 370). The worry is that this neural process has all 
the ingredients to produce the bodily movements and, unless the agent decides to veto, this 
process will result in the proximal intention and the movement. Then, it could still be the case 
that consciousness merely accompanies a process that causes what we do, and the conscious 
self is only a spectator of a causal sequence that is taking place (Schlosser, 2012a, p. 370). And 
if that is true, she is only conscious of a process that is sufficient for the bodily movement to 
occur, but this movement is not caused by a conscious intention. Conscious causation requires 
that the conscious agent actively contributes to what she does and not only registers a process 
taking place that is causally sufficient for the behavior to occur. Then, the subject’s experience 
of consciously bringing about what she does could be illusory, because the conscious states 
and processes are not playing a causal role.
 This problem also surfaces for the common reply that, even though the proximal intentions 
that are studied in Libet-style experiments may not be conscious intentions that are causally 
efficacious, distal intentions are (e.g., Gallagher, 2006; Slors, 2015). At first glance, this reply 
makes sense: I may consciously intend to go to the office today, while some of the specific 
bodily movements that follow from this distal intention are performed without a conscious 
intention. For example, when going to the office, putting on my jacket and closing the door 
behind me are often not brought about by a conscious intention to do so. Authors often refer 
to Gollwitzer’s (1999) implementation intentions, which involve making specific plans about 
how to respond in a particular situation, to argue that in these cases intentions do make a 
difference (e.g., Baumeister, Masicampo & Vohs, 2011; Mele, 2009; Pacherie, 2014). 
 However, the problem Schlosser (2012a) put forth is relevant here as well, because 
distal intentions can also be preceded by unconscious neural processes that are related and 
specific to the ensuing movements (p. 370). Even if some distal intentions seem to be causally 
efficacious, also in this case the conscious agent can be a mere spectator of a process that 
is already underway and is sufficient for the behavior to take place. As Schlosser (2012a, p. 
372) puts it, this only pushes the problem one step backward, because even though these 
unconscious precursors may not take the form of readiness potentials, this does not change 
the general challenge. In fact, recent research shows that distal intentions can have neural 
predictors as well, for example in the case of consumer choices (e.g., Knutson, Rick, Wimmer, 
Prelec & Loewenstein, 2007; Tusche, Bode & Haynes, 2010). Thus, arguing for the causal 
efficacy of (some) distal intentions does not sufficiently address the challenge put forth by 
these skeptics, because we are still not certain that they in fact play a causal role.
 This brings me to the second problem that arises from addressing claim (c) by making a 
distinction between distal and proximal intentions. If we could support the claim that some 
distal intentions are causes of what we do, and thus have an argument against conscious agency 
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being epiphenomenal, this does not easily translate to the problem of free will. If we still accept 
the other two claims that (a) Libet-style experiments show that the conscious intentions that 
are the object of study are not the causes of what agents do, and (b) what agents do is free only 
if it is caused by a conscious intention, we would end up with the conclusion that what we do 
can only be indirectly free, in virtue of being caused by a distal intention. 
 Since the distinction between proximal and distal intentions is vague and we do need a 
less vague distinction here, I follow Schlosser’s (2012b, p. 145) method to distinguish between 
the two. Distal intentions are first stored in memory and later retrieved or activated, while 
proximal intentions are directly transformed into motor commands. That means that in the 
case of distal intentions there is some delay between the formation or (first) acquisition of 
the intention, and the action that corresponds with it. If these intentions are the sole source 
of free actions, this suggests that everything we do can only be free indirectly, and only in 
virtue of them being related in the right way to distal intentions. That would mean that if I 
never consciously formed a distal intention about what do, for example how to respond when 
I am confronted with a child falling from her bicycle, I could never act and decide freely if 
confronted with such a scenario in which I have to act straightaway. What I do at that moment 
is the result of unconscious processes that I did not influence, because they are not the result 
of a distal intention. How I respond is therefore something that happens to me. 
 This is what the Libet-style experiments that are not concerned with the decision when 
to move, but with what movement to make (e.g., Haggard & Eimer, 1999; Soon et al., 2008) 
and whether to move (e.g., Filevich et al., 2013) address (see Schlosser, 2012a). Even though 
subjects form this distal intention in order to participate in the experiment, it is unlikely that 
this distal intention at the beginning of the experiment already specified what they will do. It 
seems that the specific movement is still the result of neural processes that take place before 
the proximal intention to make a certain movement is acquired. That is, we can still say that 
this specific movement happened to us, and was not brought about in the right way to count 
as free (that is, if we do not address the other two claims that lead to free will skepticism). 
 To conclude, this strategy, to argue that at least sometimes conscious distal intentions 
are causally efficacious, faces two problems in addressing free will skepticism on the basis of 
Libet-style experiments. First, the fact that distal intentions might have neural precursors that 
are related and specific to the intention and what agents do is not dealt with, which suggests 
that the conscious agent could still be a mere spectator of a process that is already underway 
and sufficient for the movements to take place. As a result, this distal intention still might not 
be causally efficacious. And second, if the two other claims that lead to free will skepticism are 
not addressed it might secure a causal role for conscious agency, but it would make what we 
do only indirectly free. 
 Schlosser (2012a) addresses most of these problems as well and provides a solution by 
defending and developing a reasons-responsive account of free will. However, my aim is to 
delve deeper into why this distinction between proximal and distal intentions is often made, 
and why it is suggested that conscious distal intentions are causally efficacious while proximal 
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intentions might not. In the next section I point out, with Slors (2015), that this distinction 
is made because it reflects the more substantial distinction between passively acquired and 
consciously formed intentions.

2. Conscious Formation and Passive Acquisition of Intentions
So why do philosophers point to the distinction between proximal and distal intentions in 
response to Libet-style experiments? In this section I first appeal to the often-used distinction 
between passive acquisition and active formation of intentions, after which I introduce a more 
specific category of intentions, those that are consciously formed. I argue, in line with Slors 
(2015), that these are intentions of which we can be certain that they causally contribute to 
what the agent does, because they could not have been there is unconscious form.
 It is commonly accepted in the philosophical literature that there are two ways of coming 
to intend something: we can either passively acquire an intention or we actively form one 
(Mele, 1992, p. 184). In many cases, we passively acquire an intention to act. This for example 
happens in situations in which a certain cue triggers it. When I walk to the station I may 
acquire the intention to stop when the traffic light is red. Since I already learned that a red 
light means stop, I do not have to reflect or deliberate about what to do. The presence of the 
cue immediately leads me to acquire the intention to stop. The same can be the case for mental 
triggers: when I feel like opening a window I might immediately acquire an intention to do so. 
In these cases, intentions are “acquired independently of an action (like deciding) of intention 
formation” (Mele, 1992, p. 231). In contrast, I actively form an intention if there is a need to 
make up my mind, if I need to resolve uncertainty about what to do (Mele, 2003, pp. 209-210, 
2009, p. 8). For example, I need to deliberate if I see that the traffic light in the distance is red, 
but the person behind me does not seem to notice.
 When we connect this distinction to the kind of free will skepticism that is under 
discussion, we see that intentions often are the result of triggers (for example desires, urges, 
or external triggers) that more or less directly bring about this intention and corresponding 
behavior. It is not clear in these cases whether the conscious agent effectively contributed to 
the ongoing behavior or whether she merely registers what is going on, even though the agent 
might experience she does actively contribute. However, in some cases of active intention 
formation, on Mele’s (1992) definition, this might be the case as well. Slors (2015) uses the 
example of whether to buy vanilla or strawberry ice cream: since there are no other reasons 
to choose one over the other besides “becoming aware of my preference,” “[i]t may well be 
the case, and very probably is the case, that some unconscious urge to opt for vanilla was 
already present before my conscious ‘deliberation’” (p. 109). Hence, this choice might not be 
something the conscious agent actively contributed to either. On Mele’s (1992) definition, this 
might still count as the active formation of an intention, since the person still might have been 
uncertain about which flavor to pick and had to perform an act of intention formation. As he 
puts it, deciding or the active formation of intentions is nothing more than a momentary act 
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of intention formation that might also be the result of a coin toss (e.g., Mele, 2003, p. 198, p. 
202, & p. 210). However, that means that in these cases of active formation, as in the situation 
of the ice cream decision or in Libet-style experiments in which the subject has to decide what 
movement to make or whether to move, consciousness could only register a causal process 
that suffices for the movement to occur and might not causally contribute (Slors, 2015, p. 
98).1 Thus, it is not the difference between active formation and passive acquisition per se 
that addresses the worry of epiphenomenalism, because in both ways of coming to intend 
something the agent might merely become aware of a process that is already underway and 
might be sufficient for the bodily movements to occur.
 Instead, in order to satisfy claim (c), we have to focus on those situations in which we 
can be certain that conscious states and processes causally contribute to the occurrence of the 
action and cannot merely register what should be done. That is, we should look for intentions 
that “do not exist prior to conscious reflection and would not have existed without conscious 
reflection” (Slors, 2015, p. 100) and that are therefore consciously formed.2 It is generally 
accepted that one important function of consciousness is the integration of information (see, 
e.g., Baumeister & Masicampo, 2010). The integration of information about the state of affairs, 
your preferences, and beliefs in order to make a decision depends on conscious processing 
and conscious integration (Slors, 2015, p. 102). We can think of many day-to-day examples 
of intention formation for which integration of information is necessary for the intention to 
be formed in the first place. Slors (2015, pp. 100-101) uses the example of planning a flight: 
we need to integrate information about our preferences, the time we have to be at a certain 
location, the flight schedule, etc. to form this intention. In this case, conscious integration of 
information is necessary for the intention to be formed in the first place, and the agent could 
not have merely registered an intention or inclination to act in a certain way that is sufficient 
for the action to occur. Then, the resulting intentions are those of which it is certain that 
conscious states and processes contributed: they are consciously formed. Because of that, they 
could not have been there in unconscious form or be the result of urges or preferences that 
directly lead to the formation of the intention.3 Of course, there might be neural precursors, 

1 From Mele’s (2009, chapter 2) experience as subject in a Libet-style experiment as I discussed it in chapter 3, it could 

be concluded that in Libet-style experiments (some) subjects do not passively acquire intentions, but actively form them 

because they cannot ‘find’ an intention to become conscious of. Independently of the position one wants to take here, 

whether you think that they are actively formed or passively acquired, both options do not amount to conscious for-

mation that I argue is necessary to conclude that the conscious intention played a causal role. For the purposes of this 

chapter I assume that the proximal intentions in Libet-style experiments are passively acquired.

2 My strategy here is to focus on the role reflective consciousness. A different strategy can be found in Shepherd (2015), 

in which he focuses on the causal contribution of perceptual consciousness to the control an agent exercises over her 

behavior, for example on the role of attention in expert action. See for this distinction Eilan and Roessler (2003).

3 Although Slors (2015, pp. 100-101) mainly emphasizes that the intention could not have been there in unconscious 

form, we have seen that it does not matter for the argument whether it is an intention or an urge or preference that is 

already there in unconscious form. That is why I mainly emphasize that there has to be integration of information for an 

intention to be consciously formed, and that the urge or preference in itself is not sufficient for forming the intention.
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and maybe we will be able to predict on the basis of advanced brain scanning techniques 
what the person will decide. However, the consciously formed intention necessarily causally 
contributes to what the person does, because it could not have been settled yet what the agent 
should do before this contribution of conscious processes.
 That shows that the relevant distinction that addresses Schlosser’s (2012a) problem 
about neural precursors is the distinction between the passive acquisition and conscious 
formation of intentions. When we consciously form an intention and integrate information 
that is relevant for this decision, this intention, or some other state that directly brought about 
the intention, could not have already been there in unconscious form. Then, the intention 
necessarily causes what the agent does.

3. Conscious Formation of Proximal Intentions
The distinction between conscious formation and passive acquisition of intentions that I put 
forth in the previous section seems to match the distinction between distal and proximal 
intentions. At least, this is what Slors (2015, p. 109) thinks to be the case when he states that 
proximal intentions are rarely produced by conscious reflection. Where distal intentions are 
often consciously formed, proximal intentions are generally passively acquired. This fits with 
what we generally take the function of both kinds of intentions to be: on the level of distal 
intentions we decide which ends to pursue, and we settle on how to aim for these ends. In 
contrast, the main function of a proximal intention is to anchor an overarching plan that is 
formed at the level of a distal intention into the specific situation of the action (e.g., Pacherie, 
2008; Slors, 2015). That is, in the case of proximal intentions we often do not have to integrate 
information to come to act in a certain way; we respond to external triggers or preferences, or 
act on intentions we have already set for ourselves. But even though this is often true, in this 
section my aim is to point out that taking these two distinctions (proximal / distal and passive 
acquisition / conscious formation) to overlap to a large extent is problematic. Instead, it is 
important to focus on conditions under which agents consciously form or passively acquire 
intentions. Let me explain this with an example.
 Imagine that I decided not to use any dairy products for a month. This distal intention 
was consciously formed, because I had to consider all kinds of information about myself and 
the world to form it. For example, I had to ask myself whether it is healthy for me, whether 
I can afford such I diet, and whether I think I will be able to keep it up. This distal intention 
structures my responses in specific situations, e.g., I take the carton of soymilk from the 
fridge instead of the carton containing cow milk. This proximal intention was most likely not 
consciously formed, but merely passively acquired in this specific situation. I do not have to 
consciously decide whether to take the cow milk or the soymilk, I have made this decision 
earlier by deciding not to drink cow milk for a month. Because of this, in the situation I am 
in, I am immediately triggered to go for the soymilk and consciousness may play no other role 
than register what I am going to do; the trigger and unconscious processes may suffice for me 
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to acquire the intention and take the soymilk out of the fridge. 
 This is also what happens in Libet-style experiments in which the decision when to 
move is object of study. The distal intention to participate in the experiment most likely is 
a consciously formed intention. It is not very likely that the subjects came to intend whether 
to participate or not without conscious integration of information. They probably had to 
process the information they received about the experiment and think about it  (e.g. ‘Do I have 
sufficient time?,’ ‘Am I able to complete the task in the way they asked me?’). Furthermore, 
because subjects formed this distal intention to participate in the experiment and perform the 
task at hand, the moment they experience a certain urge they no longer had to decide what to 
do with it, because they decided previously to act on it immediately by making the movement 
(Mele, 2009, p. 61). This proximal intention is probably one that is passively acquired.
 The point is that often, as for example in Libet-style experiments, we do not have to 
consciously form a proximal intention, because we already settled on what to do in a particular 
situation. However, we should not infer from this that we cannot or never consciously form 
proximal intentions. Both in the milk example and the Libet-style experiment we can change 
the situation in such a way that we do have to make a decision about what to do straightaway. 
In the case of Libet-style experiments it could be the case that I am asked to push a button 
when I acquire the urge to do so, but when I sit down to perform the experiment there is no 
button there. Then, I probably am uncertain about what to do, I will consciously reflect on 
what I should do, and I may consider several options. Furthermore, there may be reasons for 
me not to push the button when I acquire the urge, for example because I see that by doing 
so something will happen that I take not to be part of the experiment. In daily life, this is 
even more obvious. I may be craving for chocolate (soy)milk and open the fridge and realize 
that there is not soymilk there, only cow milk. This may trigger uncertainty about what to do. 
Should I make tea instead? Go to the supermarket? Or be less strict and use cow milk this one 
time? Also here, I need to make a decision about what to do straightaway.
 Consequently, the claim that Libet-style experiments show that conscious proximal 
intentions never are causes of what we do becomes problematic, because this really is the 
result of how the experiment has been designed. Since the subjects are not uncertain – the 
previously consciously formed distal intention to move when they feel the urge and the 
acquisition of the urge suffice for them to make the move – they will not consciously form an 
intention and deliberate, but merely passively acquire the proximal intention to move (see 
Mele, 2009, p. 59). Therefore, this proximal intention might not be a conscious cause of the 
movement, because it is passively acquired and could have already been there in unconscious 
form. This is not because it is a proximal intention, but because subjects simply already know 
what to do and treat the urge as a cue to move. This does not mean that it is impossible to 
consciously form an intention about what to do straightaway.
 However, it seems that the Libet-style experiments in which subjects are uncertain about 
what to do show that the subjects did not consciously form a proximal intention. Decisions 
about what movement to make and whether to move also have neural precursors (e.g., Filevich 
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et al., 2013; Haggard & Eimer, 1999; Soon et al., 2008), and this suggests that conscious states 
and processes are too late to have an influence on the resulting movement. Is this evidence for 
the idea that proximal intentions are not the kind of intentions that are consciously formed, 
even if there is uncertainty about what to do? I think a different explanation can be given 
here, namely that the subjects have no input, besides the urge or inclination, to take into 
account to actually consciously form this intention. Consequently, these acts may count as 
results of active formation of the intention, but not as results of conscious formation of one’s 
intentions. In this kind of Libet-style experiment, the subjects can still only become aware of 
their urge to act in a certain way, and resolve their uncertainty in this way. Since the subjects 
are explicitly asked to decide spontaneously and the experimental setting does not offer any 
reasons for either one or the other option, it is not possible and not allowed for the subjects to 
consciously form an intention. Thus, even though there may be uncertainty about what to do, 
the Libet-style experiments are designed in such a way that subjects cannot consciously form 
an intention while performing the task (or it would not be interpreted as such, see chapter 4). 
No integration of information can take place, and therefore conscious states and processes 
might not play a causal role in what the agent does, but merely register an unconscious process 
that suffices for the bodily movements to occur. There has to be information to be integrated 
for conscious states and processes to make a notable difference, not to merely register a 
preference or urge to act in a certain way. This is the case in all Libet-style experiments.
 To relate this to the no dairy distal intention, it may be the case that I have both soymilk 
and rice milk in the fridge. In light of the distal intention, both the soymilk and the rice milk 
meet my goal and it does not matter which I pick. Because of this, I may take either one of them. 
It is likely that in this case I just go for the one that I want most or perhaps that is closest-by. 
If that is the case, I do not consciously form this proximal intention and consciousness might 
only register my inclination to act in a certain way and not causally contribute to what I do. 
However, in the case of the different kinds of milk, I do have the option to make a decision 
based on relevant information. If my preference does not convince me, I may consciously form 
an intention to do something else. For example, I may realize that I had soymilk for the last 
two days and since I believe that a varied diet is better, I opt for the rice milk. This may even 
be the case if I want soymilk more. That is, I may act on my urge or preference that I merely 
become aware of, but I do not have to. I can take it into account as a reason. In contrast, in 
Libet-style experiments, also in those experiments in which subjects have more options, this 
scenario is not possible. The only input to the decision is this initial urge or inclination; that is 
the only possible ‘reason’ to act a certain way.
 I conclude that two conditions need to be met for intentions to be consciously formed: 
(1) the agent should be uncertain about what to do, and (2) it should be necessary for the 
agent to integrate information about possible courses of action to make up her mind about 
what to do. That means that proximal intentions might very well be consciously formed, but 
the intentions studied in Libet-style experiments are not, because these conditions are not 
met. This means that Libet-style experiments do not allow for the conscious formation of 
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intentions. Only when we have to integrate information to make up our minds and consciously 
form an intention, it is certain that conscious states and processes causally contributed and 
that the action is caused by the conscious intention. 

4. Free Will Skepticism Revisited
From the previous section we can conclude that the results of Libet-style experiments cannot 
be generalized to all conscious intentions, and that claim (c) of this kind of free will skepticism 
should be discarded. However, this is not because proximal intentions are the topic of study in 
Libet-style experiments and distal intentions are causally efficacious, but because subjects did 
not need to or could not consciously form intentions in the experiments. The interpretation 
that in Libet-style experiments the subjects might merely register a causal process that suffices 
for the bodily movements to take place is the result of this experimental setting in which 
subjects cannot or do not have to make up their minds about what to do. That means that 
we can discard claim (c) in a way that does not lead to the problems that occur if claim (c) is 
rejected by distinguishing between proximal and distal intentions.
 Even though discarding claim (c) suffices to argue against free will skepticism on the 
basis of Libet-style experiments and to conclude that these findings do not show that we 
never act intentionally, the distinction between passive acquisition and conscious formation 
also leads to a different perspective on claim (a). Recall that the claim was that Libet-style 
experiments show that the conscious intentions that are the object of study are not the causes 
of what agents do. In relation to claim (a) I mainly argued, following Schlosser (2012a), that 
Libet-style experiments might show that agents only become conscious of a process that is 
already underway, as a passive spectator. The idea is that the experience of the subject might 
be unreliable, because an alternative interpretation of the actual causal process leading to 
the bodily movements is available to the skeptic. We might not be able to trust the agent’s 
judgment about what she consciously and intentionally does. However, this does not mean that 
these experiments indeed show this is the case - only that this interpretation is not excluded. 
This interpretation is excluded in case of consciously formed intentions, because then the 
intentions could not have been there in unconscious form. That means that on the basis of 
how agents come to have their conscious intentions we can assess with certainty that these 
intentions are causally efficacious. But on the basis of my analysis it becomes problematic to 
connect the way we come to have intentions to whether they are causally efficacious. Let me 
explain. 
 As I argued in chapter 2 and 3 of this book, causally efficacious conscious intentions 
are necessary for free will because this kind of causation is necessary for intentional action, 
and intentional action is necessary for free will. Then, if we do accept claim (a), we would 
endorse the view that Libet-style experiments show that the behavior under study is caused 
by something else than a conscious intention, and is not an intentional action. Then, what 
the agent does merely happens to her, and a similar conclusion might be drawn for all cases 
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of passive acquisition of intentions. However, in light of the distinction between passive 
acquisition and conscious formation of intentions, this would lead to the conclusion that only 
if we consciously form an intention and have to make up our minds about what to do we act 
intentionally. If we passively acquire intentions we do not. But why think that our intentional 
actions are limited to bodily movements that are the result of consciously formed intentions? 
Why would my choice for soymilk for the fifth time after I formed this distal intention not to 
use any dairy products suddenly no longer be an intentional action, while me taking soymilk 
directly after I formed this distal intention is? In both cases, I perform the action for reasons, 
I am committed to doing that, and the proximal intention seems to trigger, guide, and sustain 
my bodily movements. I do not have deliberate and make decisions for what I do to be an 
intentional action. 
 That is, if we leave claim (a) intact, this creates a gap between passive acquisition and 
conscious formation of intentions and whether they lead to intentional action.intentio This 
suggests that claim (a) should be discarded as well. Since in both cases the subjects do come to 
have a conscious intention, it becomes problematic to make such a strong distinction between 
functions and causal roles of intentions based on how agents came to have them. Both in case 
of passive acquisition as well as conscious formation of intentions, there is no reason to think 
that agents do not act intentionally and consciously. This is perfectly in line with the agent’s 
perspective on what she intentionally does. 
 To conclude, my analysis provides us with good reason to think that even though the 
distinction between different ways of how we come to have certain intentions secures a role 
for conscious states and processes, we should be reluctant to conclude from this that how we 
come to have the intention and whether it plays a causal role are related. Even though we can 
only state with certainty, independently of the perhaps unreliable perspective of the agent, 
that consciously formed intentions play a causal role, we should be reluctant to conclude that 
passively acquired conscious intentions are not causally efficacious.

5. Conclusion
To sum up what I argued in this chapter, free will skepticism on the basis of Libet-style 
experiments involves three claims: (a) Libet-style experiments show that the conscious 
intentions that are the object of study are not the causes of what agents do, (b) what agents 
do is only free if it is caused by a conscious intention, and (c) the results of Libet-style 
experiments can be generalized to all conscious intentions. We have seen that one common 
response is to argue that these findings cannot be generalized from the proximal intentions 
studied in Libet-style experiments to distal intentions. I pointed out two problems with this 
strategy and argued that instead a distinction should be made between the passive acquisition 
and conscious formation of intentions. Even though the former is associated with proximal 
intentions, and distal intentions are often taken to be consciously formed, these two ways to 
distinguish between intentions do not coincide. I argued that two conditions need to hold for 
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consciously forming intentions, namely that (1) the agent is uncertain about what to do, and 
(2) the agent integrates information to make up her mind. These conditions might more often 
hold in the case of distal intentions, but might also occur in the case of deciding what to do 
straightaway. 
 In Libet-style experiments one or both of these conditions are not met, and that is why 
in these experiments intentions are not consciously formed and we cannot be certain that 
they are causally efficacious. The subjects might only become aware of an intention that was 
already there in unconscious form, and conscious states or processes might not causally 
contribute to what she does. This means that claim (c) of this kind of free will skepticism can 
be discarded. If intentions are consciously formed, which is often the case in daily life, the 
conscious intention could not have been there in unconscious form and this intention causally 
contributed to what the agent does. Thus, the findings in Libet-style experiments cannot be 
generalized to consciously formed intentions. However, on the basis of this new distinction 
I also suggest that claim (a) is problematic, because it leads to a counterintuitive distinction 
between behavior that is the result of passively acquired intentions and intentional actions 
that are the result of consciously formed intentions. It makes more sense to think that in both 
cases we act intentionally, and this is in line with how subjects experience it. 
 From this it follows that neuroscientific experiments do not show that causal explanations 
of what we do in terms of and unconscious neural states and processes replace explanations 
in terms of conscious intentions. There is no reason to think that the subjects do not act 
intentionally in Libet-style experiments or other cases in which they passively acquire the 
intention. Thus, the perspective of the agent on whether her conscious intentions cause what 
she does might very well be reliable. In the final chapter of this book I focus on psychological 
research to see whether these experiments establish that often causal explanations of what we 
do in terms of external triggers and unconscious states and processes replace explanations in 
terms of conscious intentions. 


