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Project Description

Background Information: 
 Questions concerning free will, moral responsibility and punishment are, in my opinion, 
some of the most important philosophical questions being discussed today.  They underlie every 
aspect of our lives and seriously impact our legal and judicial systems.  
 One of the biggest concerns is simply, are we or are we not free?  There are three main 
positions concerning free will: libertarianism, soft determinism and hard determinism.  
Libertarianism, which is not related to the political party, is a school of thought that believes that 
humans are not bound by physical determinism.  The libertarian believes that human agency is 
independent from physical events.  The soft determinist, believes that humans have free will and 
live in a deterministic world.  They understand free will merely to mean having the ability to act 
on one’s wishes, wants, and desires without coercion, constraint or interference.  On the other 
hand, the hard determinist denies the existence of free will.  This position recognizes the 
deterministic nature of the world and states that if an agent was determined to do x, then he or 
she was not free in doing x, because under those circumstances he/she could have only done x, 
and not y or z. 
 Intimately linked to the questions of free will, is the issue of moral responsibility.  Does 
moral responsibility even exist?  How could it possibly exist in a deterministic world where an 
agent could not have done otherwise?  It is a commonly held assumption that an agent is only 
morally responsible for his actions if he could acted otherwise.  For example, if a murderer was 
predetermined by both his ‘murderer gene’ (if such a thing exists) and his abusive childhood to 
murder, to the extent that it was impossible for him to refrain from murdering, could we really 
hold him responsible for murdering?  However, this assumption is currently under attack from 
both hard and soft determinists.  Frankfurt style cases, are well known counter examples to the 
“could not have done otherwise” principle.  Some philosophers attempt to recognize moral 
responsibility as a social construct which functions for the well-being of society, while others 
understand moral responsibility to be 
 Lastly, the question of punishment, the main question of this project, arises from both 
free will and moral responsibility.  How one decides to punish ultimately rests one’s belief 
concerning the former two topics.  Can we be justified in punishing people if they do not have 
free will?  Why should we punish?  Who should we punish?  Retributive theories of punishment 
look back at the crime and justify punishment as what the criminal deserves.  Whereas 
consequentialist punishments are forward looking justify punishment with what good effects it 
can bring.  There are also a number of mixed theories of punishment, which attempt to avoid the 
major issues that the fundamental theories face.

Metaphysics of Moral Responsibility and Moral Justification for Legal Punishment:



 In this SOAR project, Monica will develop a strong, cohesive and well articulated thesis 
concerning a justifiable theory of punishment and produce a well written, scholarly paper with 
my guidance.  This will entail a cohesive view considering free will and moral responsibility.  
She will have to identify a position on free will.  If she remains a hard determinist, as 
hypothesized, she must face and answer all possible objections and analyze all other arguments, 
to insure strength in her argument.  Next she must define her conception of moral responsibility.  
She will have to identify whether or not moral responsibility stems from free will, and if not 
why?  She will likely have object the “could not have done otherwise” principle.  Finally, she 
must then come to a conclusion concerning punishment theories and connect this theory to her 
theories of free will and moral responsibility.  If, after thorough investigation and research, 
Monica decides upon a Utilitarian theory of punishment, she will then have to consider very 
strong objections to the position, such as the punishment of the innocent in order to promote the 
aggregate good.  After the final draft is completed, Monica will be submitting her paper to 
undergraduate journals and will present her work at philosophy conferences.
 Our collaboration for this project is extremely important for I have experience with the 
topics at hand and will be able to guide Monica through advanced philosophy.  I have studied 
free will and moral responsibility during graduate school and have also taught courses relating to 
Monica’s interests.  In my Philosophy of Mind course I have addressed issues of free will and in 
my Philosophy of Law course I have taught about the moral foundation of criminal law including 
punishment.  I also have experience with upper-level logic, which is critical for these studies. It 
is also important to note that this project will entail a rigorous and challenging advanced level of 
philosophy.  I believe that Monica is capable of taking on this challenge, but will be greatly aided 
by my guidance and knowledge. 

Roles and Responsibilities

Faculty Responsibilities: 
• Guide the student towards the best sources of research.
• Share and critique research in progress.
• Engage the student in philosophical discussion.
• Meet regularly with the student.
• Verify proper understanding of views and arguments.
• Ensure that the project stays on schedule.
• Edit the student’s written work.
• Establish scholarly standards for the student’s work so that it may be disseminated in the best 

way possible (i.e., undergraduate conferences and journals).

Student Responsibilities: 
• Read and Research: examine thoroughly ALL positions and their objections so as to be up to 

date with the most current research on the topic.
• Critical Discussion: by attending regular meetings with the SOAR advisor, the student will 

engage in rigorous philosophical discussions.  
• Formulate Views: develop an original and strong thesis and outline for the project.



• Formulate Arguments: defending the intended position using well constructed and articulated 
arguments.

• Formulate Objections: identify and address all possible objections to the thesis.  This will 
further strengthen the student’s argument.

• Writing: the student will be expected to write a paper of scholarly worth with the aims of being 
published.

• Editing:  the student will engage in multiple stages of editing to ensure the quality of the final 
paper.   

• SOAR Meetings:  the student will attend all SOAR meetings

Time-Table

Week Topic Description

1 Free Will Begin to research and study published works concerning the 
topic of free will.  This week will consist of reading, note 
taking and discussion.

2 Moral Responsibility Research and study important works concerning moral 
responsibility.  Read, note take, and discuss.

3 The Compatibility of 
Determinism and Moral 

Responsibility

Research and study sources in order to construct a theory of 
compatibility between hard determinism and moral 
responsibility.  A position on free will and moral responsibility 
should be formed.  Some formal writing should begin.

4 Punishment Theories Explore the numerous accounts of punishment.  Read, note 
take and discuss

5 Punishment Theories Intensive research should occur concerning the position that 
the student wishes to take.  Opposing arguments and 
objections should be well researched during this week too.

6 First Draft of Paper Hand in first draft of paper to SOAR advisor.  Begin the 
editing process.  

7 Continuation of Research
Begin editing

Editing intensive. Additional research will be performed 
where necessary in order to strengthen the paper.  

8 Second Draft of Paper Second draft of paper will be completed.  Intensive editing.

9 Editing A holistic evaluation of the project occur.  Re-evaluate the 
view, arguments and conclusions.  Re-examine opposing 
views and counter-arguments.  

10 Final Draft Finalize the project.  Finish bibliography and ensure all in 
text citations are correct.  Submit paper to undergraduate 
philosophy journals.  Send submission to conferences.
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Rationale:
 As a philosophy major, I have been incredibly interested in topics of free will, moral 
responsibility and punishment theories for some time and have completed previous studies on 
these topics.  I think they are some of the most philosophically relevant questions to date, 
especially considering the current advances in the field of neuroscience.  They are also incredibly 
pragmatic in so far as the question of free will underlies every action and decision ever made.  
These topic raise questions that are not merely interesting, but rather riveting.  They are the types 
of questions that keep you up at night:  Am I really free?  Is the rest of my life already 
determined?  Are criminals morally responsible for their actions?  What if they could not have 
done otherwise?  How can we justify punishment?  Should we punish?

  I also believe that our internal sense of freedom and retributive urges are negatively 
affecting our systems of punishment, something which can be corrected someday.  I hope to 
continue my studies on these topics through a SOAR project and am very lucky to have Dr. 
Naraghi’s assistance, for he also studies these very topics in his professional work.  With his 
expertise and guidance,  I believe that I will gain valuable philosophical experience which I will 
carry with me into my honors thesis and into graduate school.

 As an aspiring academic, I do wish to attend graduate school upon graduation in order to 
pursue my Ph.D. in philosophy. The field of philosophy is incredibly competitive with very low 
acceptance rates across the board.  A research project like this one, with a respected professor in 
the field, could not only enhance my application, but could also enhance all of my future work.  
By working side by side with Dr. Naraghi, I will be gaining the skills necessary to engage in 
serious philosophical research.  With his guidance, I also believe that my final research paper 
will be at a superior level of what I have written thus far.  

Expected Outcome: 
 Upon completion, I intend upon submitting my paper to numerous undergraduate 
philosophy journals, including  “Dialogue”, the journal of Phi Sigma Tau, the Honor Society for 
Philosophy, of which Moravian’s Philosophy Department is a member, with the goal of being 
published in at least one.  I also wish to present my work at a minimum of two philosophy 
conferences in addition to our 2015 Moravian Undergraduate Philosophy Conference next 
March.  I believe that this project will further evolve in my future work, as the questions of free 
will, moral responsibility, and punishment theory are some of my greatest interests in philosophy.    
In the future, I also hope to integrate these studies into my studies in Philosophy of Law.  This 
possibility would allow me to examine our current legal and judicial system to the fullest extent 



and quite possibly lead me to activism and advocation for the reform of our legal system.  I am 
not only interested in the topics of the project for their academic importance, but I believe they 
are extremely pragmatic and effect our society in a serious way, some of which, I believe, need 
to be changed. 


