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Today’s lecture focuses on this question:���
Under what circumstances are you morally responsible for your actions? 

Ø To be morally responsible for an action means                                                
to deserve praise for doing a right action                                   
or blame for doing a wrong action. 

•  You may be absolved of moral responsibility ���
for an action you did not choose to perform ���
but instead performed involuntarily ���
– under the influences of forces beyond your control. 

•  That is, you may not be morally responsible���
if circumstances are such that praise/blame for an 
action is more appropriately directed at ���
someone/something other than you. 

So, it seems that to be morally responsible for your actions,���
you must voluntarily choose your actions: you must have free will. 
 

Ø  To have free will means that your choices are the sole determinant ���
(i.e., the only cause) of your actions. 

•  If your action results from factors or forces above/beyond your choices, 
then you do not act freely (but rather under some kind of influence). 2 



So: do human beings have free will? 
 

•  It certainly seems so from our subjective perspective, ���
but the question is not about how it feels to us, but rather what is really the case. 
–  To answer this question, we’ll have to turn to metaphysics: the branch of 

philosophy that concerns the nature, structure, & mechanics of the universe.  
 

Determinism = the metaphysical theory “that absolutely everything that 
happens is causally determined to happen exactly as it does by what has 
already gone before – right back to the beginning of the universe.” (Strawson 1) 

Ø  If our world is deterministic, then everything (including human actions) ���
happens as the outcome of a chain reaction or domino effect ���
– that is, as the inevitable consequence of preceding events. 

Ø video: bit.ly/2lJc3UC (0:00-2:49) 
 

 

There are two ways our world could be deterministic: 
 

•  physical determinism = everything happens as                       
an inevitable consequence of the initial conditions                 
of the universe & the physical laws governing that universe. 

 

•  theological determinism = everything happens           
according to the preordained plan of some deity (or deities). 
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Why might we think determinism is true? 
 

•  Physical determinism is backed by scientific evidence that ���
the behavior of objects & organisms is governed by laws���
 (of physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, etc.) which deliver ���
reliable predictions about what outcomes follow from what starting conditions. 

•  Theological determinism is commonly accepted by those whose religion says that 
everything happens according to the plan or will of a higher power. 

 

»  If determinism is true, then it seems we don’t have free will. 
 

•  That’s because determinism says that factors & forces                                                                
beyond our own choices (like the laws of physics,                                                    
the operations of our brains, or divine commands)                                             
make us act the way we do,���
i.e., our choices are not the sole causes of our actions. 

 

So, here’s a common argument against free will: 
 

1)  If we have free will, then our choices must be                                          
the sole causes of our own actions. 

2)  Our choices are not the sole causes of our actions. 

3)  Therefore, we do not have free will. 
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Why might we think determinism is false? 
 

•  Scientists have also found that some events cannot be predicted ���
on the basis of prior conditions, because they occur purely by chance. 
–  e.g. genetic mutations and radioactive decay occur randomly,���

and the behavior of quantum particles is probabilistic                                        
(a matter of likelihood, not certainty) 

 

 If determinism is false, then we have free will – right? 
 

–  Not really: In an indeterministic world, nothing is causally determined                     
by what happens prior; everything is just left up to chance. 
•  So if our world is indeterministic, your actions are not caused                                  

by any factors and forces at all: not even by your choices. 

Ø So whether or not determinism is true,                                                          
our choices aren’t the sole causes of our actions,                                        
and the argument against free will seems to stand: 

 

 

1)  If we have free will, then our choices must be                                          
the sole causes of our own actions. 

2)  Our choices are not the sole causes of our actions. 

3)  Therefore, we do not have free will. 
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Many people believe that: 

Ø If a person is morally responsible for an action,                                            
then that person had free will when they performed the action. 

»  This claim asserts that having free will is a necessary condition                                
for being moral responsible for one’s actions. 

 

A necessary condition for X is a fact or state of affairs ���
that must be satisfied in order for X to be true. 

 

–  E.g., being male is a necessary condition for being a father. 
»  One cannot be a father unless one is male. 

 

In contrast, a sufficient condition for X is a fact or state of affairs                                          
whose satisfaction is enough to guarantee that X is true. 

 

–  E.g., having a child is a sufficient condition for being a parent. 
»  Having a child is all one needs in order to be a parent.   

–  …however, being male is by itself not a sufficient condition for being a father.  
»  Being male is not all that one needs to be a father. 

–  …being male & having a child are jointly (together) sufficient for being a father. 
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Ø  So, you can’t be morally responsible unless you have free will. 

–  The idea is that it doesn’t make sense to praise or blame someone ���
for an action if performing that action wasn’t the outcome of their 
choices alone, but instead resulted from factors beyond their control. 

Let’s investigate whether this rule applies ���
when we consider specific cases. 
 

•  For each of the following scenarios,  
Ø  Did George have free will? 
Ø  Is George morally responsible for his actions? 
 

1.  It was predetermined (by God or by the laws of physics)���
 that George would rob a bank, and he does. 

2.  George accidentally ingests a drug that manipulates        ���
his brain in a way that causes him to rob a bank. 

3.  George eats a sugary dessert which manipulates ���
his brain in a way that causes him to rob a bank. 

4.  George is born with a brain condition                 ���
that causes him to rob a bank. 

5.  George undergoes a terrible accident that manipulates    ���
his brain in a way that causes him to rob a bank. 
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To recap: 

•  It seems that we don’t have free will, whether or not our world is deterministic. 
•  It seems that we can’t be morally responsible unless we have free will. 

Ø  Consequently, it seems we can’t be morally responsible for our actions, 

»  which makes our ordinary practices of praising/blaming people              ���
for right/wrong actions seem unjustified; 

»  however, the idea of ceasing to praise/blame people for their actions ���
strikes many people as unacceptable or ill-advised. 

 

Galen Strawson (1952 – present) argues���
in “Your Move: The Maze of Free Will” ���
that it is logically impossible for us to be                                                          
morally responsible for our actions. 
 

•  However, he thinks we still have good reason ���
to continue acting as if we are morally responsible ���
for our actions, even if it isn’t strictly true. 

•  His discussion raises questions about the purpose of 
praise/blame in morality, as well as the purpose of 
punishment. 
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Strawson explains that 
•  it is natural for us to think of ourselves as having free will,                                    

as well as being morally responsible for the choices we freely make. 

Ø  But, according to Strawson, we have good reason to believe that              
neither of these beliefs correspond to the facts. 

 

 

Strawson’s ‘Basic Argument’ (against moral responsibility): 
 

1)  “You do what you do – in the circumstances in which you find yourself –       
because of the way you then are. 

2)  So if you’re going to be ultimately responsible for what you do,                         
you’re going to have to be ultimately responsible for the way you are                   
– at least in certain mental respects. 

•  (e.g., you’d have to be responsible for your beliefs, desires, feelings and 
intentions, since these influence the choices you make about how to act.) 

3)  But you can’t be ultimately responsible for the way you are in any respect at all. 

4)  So you can’t be ultimately responsible for what you do.” (Strawson 2) 
 

 

He tells us that the key premise here is 3),  
»  which he supports with 2 auxiliary arguments. 
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3)  But you can’t be ultimately responsible for the way you are in any respect at all. 

Auxiliary Argument #1 (in support of premise 3 from the Basic Argument) 
 

a.  [premise] “It’s undeniable that the way you are initially is a result of                              
your genetic inheritance and early experience. 

b.  [premise] It’s undeniable that these are things for which you can’t be held to be        ���
  in any way responsible (morally or otherwise). 

c.  [conclusion] But you can’t at any later stage of life hope to acquire true or              
ultimate moral responsibility for the way you are by trying to change the way               
you already are as a result of genetic inheritance and previous experience. 

d.  Why not? [premise] Because both the particular ways in which you try to change 
yourself, and the amount of success you have when trying to change yourself,              
will be determined by how you already are as a result of your genetic inheritance           
and previous experience. 

e.  [premise] Any any further changes that you may become able to bring about ���
after you have brought about certain initial changes will in turn be determined, via ���
the initial changes, by your genetic inheritance & previous experience.” (Strawson 2-3) 

Ø  The take-away here is that we can’t be responsible for the way that we are 
(including the psychological traits that influence our actions),���
because that depends on countless factors beyond our control. 
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3)  But you can’t be ultimately responsible for the way you are in any respect at all. 

 Auxiliary Argument #2 (paraphrased) 
 

–  Intentional actions depend upon one’s psychological states. 

–  If one is responsible for one’s actions,                                                                             
then one must be responsible for their psychological states. 

–  But to be responsible for psychological states,                                                                   
one must have chosen to have those psychological states. 

–  But to have chosen those psychological states, one must have some                          
“principles of choice” (P1) they appeal to in order to choose how to be. 

–  But then to be ultimately responsible for one’s intentional actions,                                           
one must be responsible for having these principles of choice. 

–  But then one would have to have chosen those principles of choice. 

–  …so they would have needed some principles of choice P2,                                                
in virtue of which they selected P1. 

•  …& so on, & so on…to an infinite regress: ���
an unending chain of justification. 

 

Ø Strawson is showing that having moral responsibility ���
would require us to be responsible for every last feature of our minds ���
leading to our choice of action, which is impossible. 11	  



Strawson concludes:  
 

•  “Ultimate moral responsibility is impossible,  because it requires the          
actual completion of an infinite series of choices and principles of choice.” 

Ø  Since we are not responsible for every feature of our minds,                     
we cannot be entirely responsible for our actions. 

 
 

However, even someone who thoroughly believes that determinism is true ���
(as Strawson does) probably nevertheless feels that they are morally responsible ���
for their action, when confronted with a moral dilemma. 

 

»  “Does this argument stop me feeling entirely        
morally responsible for what I do?  
•  It does not. 

» …Should it stop us [from feeling morally responsible]?  
•  Well, it might not be a good thing if we did ���

[because then we might think we are blameless,      ���
or can do anything with impunity, and so on…] 

 

 

Ø  Despite evidence to the contrary, “we continue to feel we are 
absolutely morally responsible for what we do.” (Strawson 5)  
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Strawson explains why it still makes sense to regard ourselves and others as morally 
responsible for our actions, by quoting author Ian McEwan: 
 

“The point is ownership. I own my past, my beginnings, my perceptions. 
–  And just as I will make myself responsible if my dog or child bites 

someone, or my car rolls backwards down a hill and causes damage,  

»  so I take on full accountability for the little ship of my being,                     
even if I do not have control of its course. 

»  It is this sense of being the possessor of a consciousness                        
that makes us feel responsible for it.” (Strawson 6) 

 

 
 

Strawson agrees that there is no conflict “between having no free will                       
…and assuming moral responsibility for myself.”  

In other words, he argues that the commonly-held assumption: 

»  If an person is morally responsible for an action,                                                                          
then that person performed that action of their own free will. 

…is false, because free will isn’t a necessary condition for moral responsibility. 
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Ø  The view that we can be morally responsible                                             
even if we don’t have free will is called compatibilism. 

 

Patricia Churchland (1943 – present) is one of ���
the originators of the field of neurophilosophy, 
»  which investigates how findings from neuroscience                  

can inform solutions to philosophical problems. 
 

She provides an alternative defense of compatibilism, ���
informed by contemporary neuroscience. 

»  Churchland’s approach makes her a naturalist:  

•  someone who believes that philosophical problems can & 
should be addressed using the methods & findings of 
empirical science, rather than through abstract reasoning. 

 

 

She introduces her approach by explaining that: 
 

•  “As neuroscience uncovers…mechanisms regulating choices and social behavior, 
we cannot help but wonder whether anyone truly chooses anything… 

–  As a result, profound questions about responsibility are inescapable,             
not just regarding criminal justice, but in the day-to-day business of life.” (2) 
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Churchland gives an example of a neurological case                              
which raises questions about free will: 

15 

Ø  “Did the man have 
free will? 

Ø  Was he responsible 
for his behavior? 

Ø  Can a tumor usurp 
one’s free will?” (1) 
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Ø  Changes to your brain can turn you into a pedophile?!? 

–  That’s worrisome, since we don’t seem to have                                 
any say in the matter whether or not we develop brain cancer,                                           
or suffer brain damage as the result of an accident. 

 

Also, we know that many human psychological states                                                     
(including sexual desires) are “regulated by hormones                               
that act on neurons in the septum & connected brain areas. 
 

•  How different, then, are normal humans from                                         
the Virginia man where free will is concerned?” (ibid.) 

 

 
 

Churchland is pointing out that in the pedophile’s case,        ���
it seems very clear that factors about his brain                             were 
driving his behavior, 

Ø but this is nothing unusual: for all human beings,    
our brains drive our psychological states & actions. 

»  So if we think that the pedophile didn’t have free will            
because his actions were caused by his brain, 

»  then we ought to accept that ordinary people ���
don’t have free will, for exactly the same reason. 
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Churchland then explains that the traditional way of thinking about                    
free will is untenable – i.e., it doesn’t hold up to scrutiny. 
 

•  “A rigid philosophical tradition claims that no choice is free unless it is uncaused; 
–  that is, unless the ‘will’ is exercised independently of all causal influences…    

•  In some unexplained fashion, the will – a thing that allegedly stands aloof  
from brain-based causality – makes an unconstrained choice.” 

Ø  The problem is that choices are made by brains, ���
and brains operate causally;  
–  that is, they go from one state to the next                                                         

as a function of antecedent conditions. 

In other words, brains operate in accordance with determinism: 
»  everything they do is an outcome of a chain reaction of 

preceding events in the world and in the brain. 

  Moreover, though brains make decisions,  

»  there is no discrete brain structure or neural network which 
qualifies as ‘the will’, let alone a neural structure operating         
in a causal vacuum (unimpacted by anything external to itself). 
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Churchland states that “a philosophy dedicated to uncaused choice                      ���
is as unrealistic as a philosophy dedicated to a flat Earth. 
 

Ø Hence, we ought to abandon the idea of free will, ���
since it seems to be just an illusion. 

 
 

“To begin to update our ideas of free will, Churchland suggests that ���
we “shift the debate…to the neurobiology of self-control. 
 

•  Instead of asking whether or not someone acted freely, Churchland thinks ���
we should consider whether they had self-control over their actions. ���
 

“Self-control can come in many degrees, shades, & styles. 
–  We have little direct control over autonomic functions                                       ���

such as blood pressure, heart rate & digestion,  
–  but vastly more control over behavior ���

that is organized by the cortex of the brain.” 

•  As our prefrontal cortex matures, we acquire the ability ���
to “inhibit self-defeating impulses” and control our actions by habit. 

–  On this approach, children (whose self-control systems ���
are underdeveloped), and adults whose self-control systems ���
are temporarily or permanently impaired ���
are not morally responsible for their actions. 
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“So is anyone ever responsible for anything?”  
Ø  Churchland answers yes: “Civil life requires it be so.  
 

–  She believes that we developed the concept of moral responsibility in order to 
discourage people from acting in ways that endanger their population. 

 

•  “…the crux of the matter is this: we are social animals and                                     
our ability to flourish depends on the behavior of others.” (3) 

 

  For species like ours, that live in societies (instead of as individuals},  
»  “moral virtues can be a benefit, cheating a cost,                                     

and punishment of the socially dangerous a necessity. 

•  From an evolutionary perspective, punishment is justified                 
by the value all individuals place on their social life, ���
and by the limits on behavior needed to maintain that value. 

 

»  …Part of cultural evolution consists in figuring out…                  ���
  effective ways of limiting violent or otherwise antisocial behavior.  

 

Ø  So yes, we must hold individuals responsible for their actions” ���
– for the survival of our species. 

•  It’s in our collective interest to punish people for dangerous actions ���
even if they didn’t act freely, to set limits on permissible behavior. 


