
Skipping Desert: How to Respond to Crime When No One is at Fault
An Analysis of Free Will Skepticism, Moral Desert, and Punishment

A Senior Honors Thesis in Philosophy by Grace Engelman 

1. Free Will 
Skepticism

Introduction
 Free will skepticism—a term that encompasses multiple argu-
ments that cast doubt upon our free will—is on the rise in recent 
decades, especially in response to neuroscientific advances. The 
possibility that we act without free will raises serious questions in 
our everyday lives, in political and moral philosophy, and—per-
haps most critically—in the realm of crime and punishment. How 
could we justifiably punish people if we came to a consensus that 
no one has free will? What would our criminal justice system look 
like?  

2. Retributive Punishment 
 • Most theories of retribution involve a positive desert  
claim, which asserts that people who commit crimes mor-
ally deserve punishment. 
 • If our actions are not in our control, then humans can-
not be held morally responsible for their actions. Thus, 
moral desert, or the idea that people deserve to be 
blamed or praised for their actions, lacks a foundation. 

5. The Public Health Quarantine Model 

  • Features of the Model
 a. The quarantine analogy
 b. Justified by the right to harm in self-defense
 c. Public health ethics 

  • Objections to the Model
 a. Reliance on desert through self-defense justification 
 b. The difficulty of predicting future human behavior 

4. Consequentialist Punishment 
  • Some free will skeptics argue that we can continue to 
punish people based on purely consequentialist justifica-
tions 
  •. Even though consequentialist punishments are com-
patible with free will skepticism, they run into potential 
ethical problems—including the Innocence Objection and 
the Harsh Punishment Objection. 

Conclusions 
 We must break free of the equation that relates levels of mor-
al responsibility to corresponding units of punishment. If imple-
mented thoughtfully and within a broader social justice frame-
work, a new model for responding to crime—one that is based 
on free will skepticism—could allow us to treat criminals with 
more compassion and prioritize their rehabilitation over giving 
them their just deserts.  

Acknowledgements: I’m deeply grateful to everyone who assisted me with 
this project. Thank you Professor David Estlund for advising and guiding this the-
sis, and thank you to the CRC for hosting this event. 

“There is more to human dignity than the retributivist obsession 
with giving individuals their just deserts. Human dignity also de-
mands that we not dehumanize, disenfranchise, and treat cru-
elly those we imprison. The public health-quarantine model, I 

contend, does a better job at respecting human dignity since it 
prioritizes prevention, rehabilitation, and reintegration, and de-

mands a level of concern for the well-being of prisoners.”
       -Gregg Caruso 

1. Free Will Skepticism

  a. Hard Determinism
  b. Hard Incompatibilism
  c. The Neuroscientific Argument
  d. The Prevalence of Luck 

3. Compatibilist Considerations 
 • Compatibilist theories suggest that moral responsibility is   
       compatible with forces such as determinism. 

 • Avoiding compatibilist objections: 
 a. Galen Strawson’s “basic objection”
 b. Caruso’s epistemic argument 
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