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1. Introduction

Benjamin Libet’s experiments from the 1980s continue to be cited as decisive empirical
refutations of free will. However, these claims rest on methodological confusions, an
introspective measure that is not temporally reliable, and a misinterpretation of the
readiness potential (RP) that contemporary neuroscience has overturned. When the
RP is properly understood via accumulator models, and when the ecological



impoverishment of the task is accounted for, Libet’s paradigm loses all force as an
argument against human agency. Later fMRI studies purporting to predict decisions
seconds in advance, suffer from similar interpretive overreach. Neither Libet nor his
successors challenge the philosophically relevant forms of free will defended by
compatibilists or libertarians. The persistence of “the Libet refutation” is best
understood as a philosophical urban legend —a conclusion long sustained by dramatic
imagery and conceptual confusion rather than evidence.

Few neuroscientific findings have exerted as much philosophical influence as
Libet’s claim that the brain initiates voluntary movement roughly 350-550 ms before
subjects report being consciously aware of deciding to act (Libet et al., 1983; Libet,
1985). This timing gap has been widely interpreted as demonstrating that conscious
will is epiphenomenal. Yet, despite its canonical status, the Libet paradigm is riddled
with difficulties.

This article synthesizes both the now-standard scientific critiques and recent
conceptual analyses to demonstrate that the Libet argument fails at every major step:
(1) the introspective measure of intention timing (“W-judgments”) is unreliable and
theoretically incoherent, (2) the readiness potential is not an index of unconscious
decision initiation, (3) the task has negligible ecological validity for morally or
rationally significant free will, and (4) later neuroimaging studies claiming deep
predictive power suffer from similar interpretive flaws.

2. The Methodological Core of Libet’s Argument
2.1 The W-Judgment and the Introspection Problem

Libet’s analysis requires subjects to introspectively identify the exact moment an
intention “arises.” This presupposes that intention has a discrete onset. Empirically
and phenomenologically, it does not. Conscious urge formation is gradual and not
crisply datable.

Empirical manipulations support this: small changes in attention, instructions,
or task framing produce large shifts in reported W-times (Trevena and Miller, 2010).
The W-judgment is therefore a malleable post-hoc reconstruction, not a perception of
a temporally punctual mental event.

The keystone of Libet's argument—the temporal sequence between RP and
W —is thus epistemically unstable.



2.2 The Readiness Potential and Its Misinterpretation

Libet’s second assumption—that the RP constitutes the unconscious initiation of a
specific voluntary movement—has been thoroughly discredited.

Modern accumulator models (Schurger et al.,, 2012, 2016; Schurger, 2022)
demonstrate that the RP arises not from motor commands but from the statistical
structure of the task. Self-paced action paradigms induce a state of sustained motor
readiness in which stochastic neural fluctuations accumulate until they cross a
threshold. When many such trials are averaged, the pre-threshold fluctuations
generate the familiar slow negative ramp of the RP.

In tasks that eliminate stochastic self-pacing (e.g., externally cued responses),
the RP disappears or radically diminishes—strong evidence that it does not reflect
unconscious decision initiation (Schurger, 2022).

Libet’s interpretation thus assigns a substantive cognitive role to what is in fact
a statistical artifact.

2.3 Lack of Ecological Validity

Even if Libet’s timing results were methodologically sound —which they are not—
they would have virtually no relevance to the philosophically interesting concept of
free will.

Libet’s task involves trivial, arbitrary, reason-insensitive bodily twitches
performed under artificial attentional constraints. These do not engage deliberative
processes, long-range planning, moral reasoning, or value-based behavioral control
(Mele, 2014; Mudrik et al., 2023).

Moral responsibility is not grounded in the timing of wrist flicks. The attempt
to generalize from these impoverished motor actions to the structure of agency is a
category mistake.

3. Later Neuroimaging Studies: No Rescue for Libet

The notion that the brain “decides” long before consciousness became popular again
after Soon et al. (2008) reported that fMRI patterns could predict simple binary
decisions several seconds in advance. But the predictive accuracy was only ~60% —
barely above chance —and the decoded signal reflected pre-decision task maintenance,
not commitment to a specific choice (Lamme, 2010; Maoz and Mudrik, 2022).



Further, when experimental designs allow subjects to change their minds,
prediction accuracy collapses, revealing that these signals indicate pre-decisional
readiness rather than determinative unconscious choice.

These results, far from strengthening Libet’s case, reinforce the accumulator-
model critique.

4. Philosophical Misfires

4.1 Compatibilism

Compeatibilist theories of free will do not require consciousness to be the earliest causal
precursor to action. They require only that actions flow from the agent’s reasons,
desires, or values in the absence of coercion (Vukov, 2014). Libet’s trivial, reason-free
movements have no bearing on compatibilist conditions for agency.

4.2 Libertarianism

Libertarian theories also remain untouched. Even if unconscious motor preparation
precedes low-level actions, nothing follows about the causal structure of high-level,
reason-responsive decisions. The Libet paradigm fails to address the levels of
cognitive architecture where libertarian theories locate indeterministic or agent-
caused initiation (Mudrik et al., 2023).

5. Conclusion

Libet’s experiments are historically fascinating and scientifically important for the
study of motor initiation, but they provide no foundation for sweeping claims about
the illusory nature of free will. Their conceptual and methodological limitations are
now well documented. The readiness potential is not evidence of unconscious
decision-making; W-judgments do not track the timing of intentions; and the task does
not approximate the domain of actions relevant to moral or philosophical agency.

Free will remains philosophically alive and scientifically unthreatened, by
Libet’s work. What should finally be retired is the persistent myth that Libet ever
refuted it.
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