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THESIS ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the conditions of free will. Compatibilists believe that free will and deter

minism are compatible, and argue that all that is required for an action to be free is that it be voluntary; 

while Incompatibilists argue that it must also be uncaused. I argue that the solutions to Incompatibilist 

worries about determinism are to be found in the Stoic idea of freedom as acting in accordance with 

what is reasonable and good, and in a conception of self as reasoning activity.

In Parts 1 and 2 1 show how it is possible to be free in a deterministic universe. I follow Ted 

Honderich in rejecting the idea that the consequences of determinism can be settled by clarifying the 

meanings of terms such as ‘free’ and ‘morally responsible’. I argue, however, that important problems 

about the consequences of determinism remain. I also show why it is that we cannot experience difficult 

decisions as caused to happen, and why that is compatible with determinism.

I then set out the conception of freedom developed by the Stoics, Spinoza, Kant and Hegel, and 

argue that this conception is not alien to what is standardly meant by freedom. I show that if we accept 

the Stoic claim that freedom consists in acting in accordance with what is reasonable, contra-causal 

freedom is superfluous.

To have a free will, and, thus, to be able to say that my actions are truly up to me, requires not 

only that I be free, but also that ‘I’ exist as something that my actions can be ‘truly up to’. Having set 

out the conditions of freedom with regard to determinism, I go on to defend the conception of self on 

which it depends. I oppose those such as Derek Parfit who deny the existence of any unifred self. I 

apply Hegel’s idea of Geist as an activity embodying reason, to self. I show how self can be the unify

ing principle of consciousness, and how it endures over time.

Finally, I explore and develop the accounts of freedom and self by showing how one can properly 

be said to control one’s own behaviour, and how, given the account of freedom, a conception of self as 

reasoning activity can account for self-enslavement.
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INTRODUCTION

Am I really free? ‘Be more specific’, you might say, ‘"freedom" in what sense?’. Well then, I 

suppose what I mean is this: are my choices and other deeds really up to me? In that case, one answer 

would be, ‘provided what you do is voluntary, which is to say "uncompelled", then you are, in a sense, 

free’. I am apt to believe, as are many of us, that what I do really is up to me: indeed, in respect of many 

things I do, I have an unshakeable conviction that this is so. The belief or the sense I have of this is not 

fully accounted for by the proposition that I did what I did voluntarily. One thing that it misses is the 

‘wp to me' part of the belief. When I think of a decision as up to me, I think of it as being up to my self.

Influential arguments have been advanced purporting to show that people who believe that they 

are free - that what they do is truly up to them, in the above sense - are mistaken. One argument is that 

our sense of ourselves as free requires that determinism is false; but determinism is most likely true, at 

least as far as human actions are concerned. It is argued that we would not be free even if determinism 

were not true, however, because our ordinary conception of freedom cannot possibly be satisfied. Here 

is why. In order for a choice I make to be free and genuinely mine, it must have been genuinely up to 

me and not to some causal sequence of events. Choices are made according to principles. Therefore if a 

choice is to be genuinely my own, the principle that informed it must also have been genuinely my 

own. In order for the principle to have been genuinely my own, however, I must have chosen it. But 

that choice must have been governed by a further principle... get the picture? (cf. G.Strawson 1986, pp. 

28-29, G.Strawson 1989, Honderich 1988, pp. 177-180). The regress of principles and choices that is 

required to make a choice genuinely one’s own, and therefore genuinely free, cannot be completed. 

There are some senses in which we are free, for instance, in being able sometimes to do what we want 

and intend. But in the sense that matters most to us, so the argument goes, we are not free.

Another reason for believing that we are not free does not have to do with determinism or choices, 

but with the idea that there are selves that make the choices. According to Hume, if I look within 

myself I will find nothing corresponding to the word ‘self’ at all. What I will encounter instead are 

images, ideas, emotions, itches and so on. There is nothing I will discover to which all these things



belong. There is no self. A contemporary version of Hume’s theory has been advanced by Derek Parfit 

Supposing that Hume and Parfit are right: how can I be free if there is no T’ to be free?

Coming back to my unshakeable conviction that some of what I do is truly up to me: if it is not 

true then why am I unable to stop believing it? Realising that one is mistaken need not be the end of the 

world. Most of the human race are supposed at one time to have believed that the Sun orbits the Earth. 

A mistaken belief that we cannot help believing, however, would be troubling. According to Galen 

Strawson, although it is false that we are free selves in the sense that is most important to us, we cannot 

help believing and behaving as if it were true. We labour under an inescapable illusion.

The main aim of this thesis will be to show that philosophers who make these claims are wrong; 

that we are free, and that we are selves which initiate actions. In a way, that involves not one but two 

aims: one having to do with freedom and determinism, the other about self. Ideas and theories about 

what freedom is, however, tacitly or openly imply ideas about our natures. Whether I am free, and what 

my freedom consists in, is going to depend on what I am. Thus a mistaken account of self might yield a 

mistaken account of freedom. An account of self, alternatively, might stand in contradiction to an 

account of freedom. Although the links are clear enough, problems about self and those of free will and 

determinism tend to be discussed separately. In arguing that we are free selves I concentrate first on 

how we can be said to be free, and then go on to consider the account of self on which the conception of 

freedom I argue for depends. The relationship between the two, however, is emphasised throughout, 

and is a major subject of discussion in the last three chapters.

To see that we are free selves requires a conception of freedom that goes beyond the narrow and 

sometimes bizarre accounts of free will to be found in the argument between Compatibilists and 

Incompatibilists. The conception I will argue for is not new. It is that of a tradition that can be identified 

with the Stoics, though it has long outlived them and has not been bound by the limitations of their 

ideas. It is the view that freedom consists in acting and living in accordance with what is reasonable and 

good. It is a conception of freedom (rather than a theory of determinism) that has'had the endorsement 

of some of the greatest figures in philosophy. It is scarcely in need of further advocacy from me. Never

theless, it is a conception that many philosophers find elusive (this is true at least of fair number of 

those who belong to the Compatibilist and Incompatibilist camps). There are in addition some who find 

it intelligible, but do not regard it as germane to the consequences of determinism, except perhaps as



providing a kind of consolation, because it is just a different kind of freedom than that which is thought 

to be threatened by determinism. This is a mistake. The Stoic conception of freedom is not alien to 

‘what we ordinarily mean by freedom’, and, indeed, it alone can truly hope to meet the objections that 

Incompatibilists have pressed against Compatibilism.

In attempting to show how we can properly continue to think of ourselves as selves, with owner

ship of our actions and mental lives, my main concern will be to provide substance to the idea of self 

and to counter Humean and Parfitian reductionist arguments that we are nothing over and above our 

psychological contents and their continuity. An account of self would certainly be part of what is 

needed in framing an account of what it is to be a human being of the sort demanded by Schacht (1989), 

as would an account of freedom, but to frame such an account of human beings, in full, is not an aim of 

this thesis (being unnecessary to a resolution of the problems it is intended to solve).

If one is attempting to defend beliefs that we are free selves, or in trying to show how those beliefs 

can be defended, it is important not only to be attentive to the facts of freedom, or what freedom is, 

objectively speaking, but also to our experiences of ourselves as free agents. Whatever beliefs we have 

about freedom will be partly rooted in our experiences. I will attempt to show that our experience of 

ourselves as free agents is not illusory or at odds with what we really are.

In recent discussions about freedom and the consequences of determinism, five pieces of work, in 

different ways, stand as milestones in moving beyond a debate which had not changed in its essentials 

since Hobbes and Bramhall. They are Peter Strawson’s examination of the consequences of determin

ism for the nature of morality and its relationship to the interpersonal reactive attitudes in ‘Freedom and 

Resentment’ (1982), Ted Honderich’s attempt to develop a reflective and compensatory approach to the 

consequences of determinism in A Theory of Determinism (1988), Galen Strawson’s examination of the 

phenomenology of freedom in Freedom and Belief Harry Frankfurt’s examination of the nature 

of free will in ‘Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person’ (1971), and Donald Mackay’s ‘On the 

Logical Indeterminacy of a Free Choice’ (1960). These authors have done much to bring a resoluticm of 

the problems of free will within view, although they are far from speaking with one voice, particularly 

in respect of the traditional debate. In this thesis I hope to build on their insights, as well as those of the 

Stoic tradition.

Philosophers are apt to view non-philosophers as untroubled by the problems of philosophy: a



view which many non-philosophers will cheerfully confirm. It is untrue. Non-philosophers do trouble 

themselves about philosophy - with less clarity and dexterity, perhaps, and fleetingly and unevenly. 

Many have been troubled by the idea of determinism. Often enough that will have been resolved by 

following Hume’s advice about scepticism, that inattention is the best remedy for such problems. But 

that people are troubled by it at all arises from contradictions and tensions in social attitudes and be

liefs, the like of which philosophers pride themselves in being able to frame with clarity. That we owe 

what we are to our formative environments and heredity, however imprecisely conceived, is now a 

commonplace. That this appears at odds with a conception of individual self-determination may not be 

much less commonplace. I will argue that the truth of determinism has significant practical conse

quences, but even if it did not, people would still be troubled by it, and that is why we discuss it, and 

why we have good reason to.

For that reason, and because there is good reason to think that the problems cannot be resolved in 

the way envisaged by the traditional disputants, thinking about the consequences of determinism can be 

seen to be as much a therapeutic as a search for the truth about ‘whether we are really free’. To think 

about the consequences of determinism then, is to think about how we think about ourselves and how 

we ought to do so. There is no escape from determinism in this: at least in the sense, that there will be 

no attempt to deny or modify the idea that every event in the physical world, including mental events, is 

the effect of a causal circumstance, and that given that causal circumstance it could not have failed to 

have happened as it did. Thus, in attempting to trace the consequences of determinism and, hopefully, 

to show that there is nothing in them to dread, I will be taking it for granted that there is a sense in 

which it is inevitable that I be writing this, in which it is inevitable that you are reading it, just as it is 

inevitable that others will not

Part 1 considers the consequences of determinism for free will, morality and the pursuit of truth. 

In chapter 1 1 examine the traditional debate about freedom and determinism, and consider what further 

progress is likely to be made by attempting to determine the precise meanings of terms such as ‘morally 

responsible’, ‘free’ and ‘could have done otherwise’.

If the relationship of free will to determinism cannot be settled by settling what is meant by free 

will, questions might remain about what consequences determinism has for our moral practices of 

blaming and punishing. In chapter 2, taking off from Peter Strawson’s consideration of the conse



quences of determinism, I set out a metaphorical conception of moral responsibility as a game whose 

rules are not specific enough to decide whether it is compatible with determinism. I then go on to 

consider what implications determinism might have, for changes in our moral practices and concepts, 

short of abandoning them altogether.

Galen Strawson has suggested that in some of our beliefs and feelings about ourselves we are 

natural Incompatibilists, and, in consequence, that it is impossible, or at least extremely difficult, for us 

to consistently believe in determinism. Similar claims to Strawson’s about entrenched ideas or images 

are also made by Honderich, which raises the question ‘how deep or ingrained are our metaphysical 

beliefs?’. To believe that one is free in the Incompatibilist sense would be to believe that one’s actions 

and decisions are uncaused. In chapter 3 1 consider these matters by asking whether it would be possi

ble, given the way causation is experienced, for agents to experience their actions as caused.

In chapter 4 1 examine the Epicurean objection to determinism and Ted Honderich’s claim that 

determinism puts us in a worse position as knowers and seekers after truth than we could hope for. I 

consid^ whether even if we had a capacity for undetermined choice, we would be in a better position as 

seekers after truth. Chapter 4 concludes the examination of the consequences of determinism.

In Part 2 1 set out to find answers to the problems posed by Incompatibilism, in the idea of free

dom as acting in accordance with what is right and reasonable. Chapter 5 casts a critical eye over the 

arguments of the Stoics and Spinoza, that freedom consists both in doing what is reasonable and good, 

and in being determined by the necessity of one’s own essential nature. Chapter 6 traces the further 

development of the Stoic conception of freedom by Kant and Hegel, and its relationship to their ideas 

of self. I try to answer Hume’s argument that what is reasonable is merely a matter of means to ends 

that are not determined by reason, and Bentham’s argument that the Stoic conception is alien to what is 

standardly meant by freedom. I conclude by attempting to show that if we accept the Stoical claim that 

freedom consists in acting and deciding in accordance with what is reasonable, contra-causal freedom is 

superfluous.

In Part 3 Hegel’s idea of Geist as an activity embodying reason, which I examine in chapter 6, is 

applied to the concept of self. In chapter 7 I seek to show how the contents of experience can be the 

unified possessions of self and to defend this conception of self from the neoHumean reductionist 

arguments of Dennett and Parfit. Chapter 8 considers how self can be thought of as enduring over time.

10



and examines the relationship between self, the brain and consciousness.

Part 4 considers the usefulness and implications of the account of freedom and self developed in 

Parts 2 and 3. In chapter 9 the idea of self as a reasoning activity is applied to the concept of agency. I 

consider whether the idea that one can control one’s own behaviour, can be reconciled with a naturalis

tic description of thought and behaviour in terms of discrete events, by identifying agency with practi

cal reasoning.

Chapter 10 seeks to explore further what it means to say that someone is unfree within herself, and 

how, given the claim that freedom consists in acting in accordance with what is right and reasonable, a 

conception of self as reasoning activity can account for self-enslavement

Chapter 11 summarises the conclusions reached about determinism, self and freedom, raises some 

final problems with the idea of self-control, and considers those issues covered in the thesis that might 

be taken further.

11



Part 1 Consequences Of Determinism
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FREE WILL AND DETERMINISM

The traditional dispute

The many years of argument about whether an incompatibility exists between free will and deter

minism have seen a perennial posing of the question ‘what do we really mean by freedom?’ or, more 

specifîcally ‘what do we really mean by freedom of the will?’. It would be far from true to say that 

putative answers to this question have saturated the discussion of free will and determinism, but they 

have at least been the main focus of concern within English speaking philosophy. The two camps in the 

dispute take terms like ‘free*, or ‘free will’ or ‘free choice* and so on, to refer to decisions, choices or 

actions that are voluntary, i.e. uncoerced and informed. Those who deny this, it is maintained, do so 

because of a failure carefully to distinguish between causation and compulsion. The criticism has some 

force; some renderings of the Incompatibilist argument have tended to conflate the two, and in so far as 

that has been exposed then matters have been clarified.

Nevertheless, Incompatibilists have also replied that freedom in the Compatibilist sense is free

dom in a rudimentary and worthless sense. It is, as Bishop Bramhall has it, the freedom of

brute beasts... bees and spiders... such a liberty as a river hath to descend down the 
channel (cited in Honderich 1988, p.458)

This, they hold, is not what is meant by freedom in the important and strong sense that people take 

to apply to human action.

An important element in the Compatibilist argument has been to suggest that, deny it as the 

Incompatibilist might, there is only one thing people could mean by freedom. Hume for instance, asks

13



For what is meant by liberty, when applied to voluntary actions? We cannot surely 
mean that actions have so little connexion with motives, inclinations, and circum
stances , that one does not follow with a certain degree of uniformity from the other, 
and that one affords no inference by which we can conclude the existence of the other. 
For these are plain and acknowledged matters of fact. By liberty, then, we can only 
mean a power of acting or not acting, according to the determinations o f the will\ that 
is, if we choose to remain at rest, we may; if we choose to move, we also may.(Hume 
1975 (1777), p. 95)

Hume here adopts a kind of empiricist limitation on meaning, to counter the Incompatibilist 

account of fiee will. The unavailability of uncaused choice for our inspection has been well attested to. 

In its absence, Hume suggests, nothing can really be meant by it, and nor can it form part of the mean

ing of ‘freedom’, which refers to human the capacity for action.

Clearly, however, the Incompatibilist inclusion of uncaused choice within the definition of free

dom does mean something. It means that a decision or action is only free if it is not the inescapable 

result of a causal sequence; or, as Boyle, Grisez and Tollefsen put it:

Someone makes a free choice if and only if he makes a choice (C) in the actual world, 
and there is a possible world such that he does not make C in this possible world and 
everything in this possible world except his making C and the consequences of his 
making C is the same as in the actual world.(Boyle, Grisez and Tollefsen 1976, p. 11)

Perhaps the ordinary language user would offer a defînition more congenial to Compatibilists; but 

at least for some of the time the ordinary language user would not think of free actions as being caused, 

and when and if she did entertain the thought that actions and choices are caused, and considered it 

seriously, she might well find it difficult to reconcile with the idea of freedom.

A more recent attempt to resolve the problem by recourse to linguistic usage concerns the sense 

that phrases such as ‘could have done otherwise’ have in considerations about free will and moral 

responsibility. A person is often held to have acted freely, and in a ‘moral responsibility entailing’ 

sense, if she could have done otherwise than she did. As determinism involves actions and decisions 

being the necessary effects of antecedent causal conditions, it would seem that, if it is true, people 

cannot satisfy this necessary condition of freedom and responsibility.

G.E.Moore, A.J.Ayer and others, have suggested that ‘I could have done otherwise’ in the free

14



dom and responsibility entailing sense, might mean simply 'I could have done otherwise had I so 

chosen’ (or, as Moore would have it ‘I should, if I had chosen’). With the thought of the causal deter

mination of choices in mind this would then take the form ’I could have done otherwise had the causal 

conditions that were responsible for the choice been otherwise’, (cf. Moore 1912, and also A. J .Ayer 

1982)

Moore’s argument is countered by J.L.Austin in ‘Ifs and Cans’ (1961a). Austin argues that saying 

‘1 can if I choose’ implies nothing about the choosing being a cause of the action; that if it did we 

would have the odd consequence that we only do what we choose to do; and also that 'I can, even if I 

choose’ usually implies that ‘I can even if I don’t choose to’. Certainly it is true that ‘I could have done 

otherwise’ often means ‘I could have chosen otherwise’, and if I couldn’t have chosen otherwise then I 

would not truly have been free to have chosen otherwise and couldn’t have been morally responsible 

for my choice.

Subsequently there has been no shortage of arguments attempting to fix what it is we mean when 

we say that someone could have done otherwise', but to little persuasive effect. Perhaps this is because 

whatever reason philosophers have had for arguing the case against determinism, it seems unlikely that 

their motivation is well accounted for by suggesting that they were attached to a particular understand

ing of conditional statements. We will keep closer to the point if we look instead to what it is about 

denials that someone could have done otherwise that excuses them from moral responsibility. Taking 

her cue from RF.Strawson (1982) a Compatibilist might argue that ordinarily we would say of a person 

that they could not have done otherwise if they had caused some injury or misfortune to another, with

out having intended to do so. The reasons could include things like temporary loss of muscular control, 

over-balancing, or fainting. The same could be said of cases where persons have acted freely in one 

sense, but in ignorance of certain possible consequences of their actions: the consequences would not 

have been intended.

Contrast this now with ‘could not’ or ‘had to’ in the sense implied by determinism, i.e. that a 

person could not have done otherwise, not because of physical circumstance or lack of information, but

l.See for instance Aune 1982 and Lehrer 1982.
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because her inner causal determination had led her to that intention and that choice. In such cases there 

is no intention that is frustrated, and no sense in which the moral excusing conditions mentioned above 

apply.

It is also true, however, that the influence of bad circumstance, unemployment, and other condi

tions, are often taken into account when making moral (not just legal) evaluations, and one who is 

guilty of some wrongdoing might, perhaps, plead in mitigation ‘I didn’t want to be this way* or ‘I didn’t 

want to feel like that’. One could reply to this by asking ‘Why didn’t you struggle against the tempta

tion?’ or ‘Why didn’t you try to change?’. If the retort were ‘I didn’t want to change, but I also wished 

that I did want to change’, we might begin to feel baffled by it, or to suspect that we were dealing with 

an unusual sort of split personality.

Determinism does not, therefore, have the consequence of denying existence to intention: only 

that intention is determined. And as freedom of choice and moral responsibility are consequent on 

being able to act on one’s intention, there is no sense in talking of a person as lacking freedom because 

she or he was not free to have had a different intention.

The point can be pressed further by arguing that the notion that the ‘could not’ or the ‘had to’ that 

applies to inner causal determination, removes responsibility, results from a failure to distinguish sharp

ly this special sense from that of their ordinary usage. Denial of this would have the consequence that if 

determinism is true we should accept mitigating pleas of the sort ‘My self made me want to do it’. 

Determinism does not need to be saddled with such odd consequences as this, since, properly under

stood, it suggests that what determines the self (what makes one’s choices necessary) is at the same 

time constitutive of the self. Formulated in this way determinism involves no negation or restriction on 

freedom of choice, because nothing is restricted, i.e. if all possible determiners in the making of a 

choice or action are specified, there is no residual self to be constrained by them.

The point might be pressed further in reply to Chisholm’s rendering of the logical steps involved 

in the ‘Incompatibilist determinist’ or ‘hard determinist’ thesis that people are not responsible for their 

choices:

1. If a choice is one we could not have avoided making, then it is one for which we are 
not morally responsible. 2 If we make a choice under conditions such that, given those 
conditions, it is (causally but not logically) impossible for the choice not to be made.

16



then the choice is one we could not have avoided making. 3. Every event occurs under 
conditions such that, given those conditions, it is (causally but not logically) impossible 
for the event not to occur. 4. The making of a choice is the occurrence of an event. 5. 
We are not morally responsible for any of our choices.(Chisholm 1961)

The argument is fallacious, however, in the use it makes of the word 'conditions', i.e. that it fails 

to distinguish between extrinsic conditions and those conditions that constitute self. It faces us with an 

atomistic view of self which misconstrues the determinist’s position. While self might be analysed into 

a set of conditions, it must also be understood as a unity, just in the ordinary sense we have of ourselves 

as being singular things, which is built into our language by way of terms such as T  and ‘me’. If self is 

not to be understood as a unity it would make no sense to talk of the ‘self that is making the choice as 

Chisholm does; viz. in point 2. we have the words ‘If we make a choice under conditions .... ’, which is 

incoherent, since ‘we’ are included within the conditions and cannot at the same time be said to make a 

choice under them. To present the determinist position in this way, as many Incompatibilists have done, 

wrongly makes it appear as if we are forced or guided, if we only could see it, into actions and choices 

by their determining conditions. But when it is kept firmly in mind that when talking about such condi

tions we are at the same time talking about self, there remains no sense in which the latter can be con

strained by the fwmer.

In reply Incompatibilists will point out that constraint is not the issue, but whether an agent’s 

actions can truly be said to be her actions, if the motives and intentions that produce them are them

selves the products of causal sequence stretching back beyond the agent’s birth, and thus beyond her 

control (cf. Van Inwagen 1983). A related criticism is that it is all very well for Compatibilists to speak 

of self as a unity that does not act under the conditions that constitute it, when any naturalist causal

description of sequences of mental events and actions leaves no room for the agent to bring anything
$

about (cf.Chisholm 1978, pp. 622-623). Add to this that Compatibilist/have no theory of unified self to 

speak of, and have within their number the most celebrated of all self-reductionists - Hume. Compatibi

lists are simply not entitled to rely on a unity they have failed to offer any account of. ̂

Incompatibilists will go on to argue that our standard conceptions of ourselves as agents, able to

1.Problems of alienation from one’s motives and whether determinism leaves any role for the 
agent is taken up again in Chapter 8. The unity of self is discussed throughout Section III.
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bring things about in the world and possessed of true moral responsibility are bound up with a specific 

sense of the words ‘free will’, variously referred to as the ‘strong’ or ‘ordinary’ or ‘truly responsible’ 

sense (cf. G.Strawson 1986, p.l), and that this is the contra-causal sense. Clarification of the difference 

between causation proper and compulsion or constraint is perhaps interesting, but any freedom that is 

compatible with causation is just not the sort with which they are concerned.

The criticism of Compatibilist reliance on our standard conceptions of self unity and agency do 

have some force, and a large part of what follows will be devoted to setting out an account of self and 

agency that can co-exist with determinism.

Why the Compatibilist distinction between compulsion and causation is important

Let us come then, to the Incompatibilist claim that the exercise of clarification that has been 

brought to bear by Compatibilists in separating off compulsion from non-compulsive causation does not 

come to terms with the real problem. This will not do: the absence or presence of compulsion is acutely 

pertinent to free choice in a way that the Incompatibilist response does not do justice to.

As an attempt to illustrate what the Incompatibilists are failing to register, consider what your 

feelings might be if the government decided that at the next election one, all, or some of the opposition 

parties would not be allowed to field candidates. Those feelings might include alarm at the possibility 

of dictatorship, and at the denial of democratic rights to the excluded parties. They would also, howev

er, include a feeling of loss to ourselves as voters.

Now imagine the feelings of one who had already decided that they would vote for the govern

ment: the opportunity that would have been closed is not one she would have chosen anyway. Such a 

person might decide that although the exclusion of opposition parties was mistaken, wrong and disturb

ing, other considerations (great social instability, for instance, or party loyalty) weigh heavily enough 

that she ought to cast a vote of confidence in the government anyway. Once again, the disturbed feel

ings of this person would not be exhausted solely by concern at the erosion of democratic participation 

or the onset of dictatorial rule, but would also include a sense of more immediate personal loss. This 

would not be well expressed in noting the lack of a previously available alternative: the altem^ative 

would never have been taken. It is not the lack of an alternative as such for which our government
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supporter will feel loss, but for the effectiveness of her rational deliberations. She might previously 

have given their support to the governing party on the basis of having weighed its relative merits 

against its opponents. Now, however, much of the efficacy of her reasoning will have disappeared 

because the effectiveness of the vote will have been reduced, i.e. it would no longer make any differ

ence. It is possible, therefore, to conceive of contrasting situations where a person would have chosen to 

do the same thing in either case, but where a loss of freedom is experienced in one of them, and in 

which that loss of freedom does not occur because of the loss of the capacity to have chosen differently, 

but because the reasons for not choosing in that way do not count any more, or do not matter.

This brings us to a factor of great importance, as I will argue, to free choice which can be lost 

sight of in discussions about the presence or absence of constraint. It is that the ability to do otherwise 

than one does, or choose otherwise than one chooses, is not what is important to our ‘ordinary strong 

sense of free choice*, but the effectiveness of the reasoned deliberations that inform our choices. This 

must force the conclusion that Incompatibilist claims of the kind advanced by Bramhall are simply 

false: the important element of the ordinary sense of free I have dwelt on here is compatible with 

determinism, but is clearly not something that is enjoyed by bees or running water. Ibis does not put an 

end to the Incompatibilist argument, but it does show that there is a factor of some importance in our 

thoughts and feelings about choosing freely in which the belief in uncaused choice plays no part at all. 

As I will attempt to show in later chapters, it is this that freedom is really all about.

What does ‘freedom’ mean?

If freedom is not really about uncaused choice, however, the point will not be proved with appeals 

to settled linguistic usage, by which Hume, Moore and many others on both sides of the dispute have 

attempted to resolve (or dissolve) the problem. If that type of argument were likely to be successful 

there ought to have been evidence of it by now: we have not had it. The reason is straightforward 

enough, although it has only recently been pointed out: that there is no settled and agreed usage of 

terms like ‘free will* and ‘morally responsible*, with respect to a capacity for uncaused choice and initi

ation of actions. There is no single true and binding answer to the question ‘what do we really mean by 

"free will" or "liberty"?*, and Hobbes, Hume et al. were mistaken in imagining that there is. One cannot
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simply declare by flat that the meaning of ‘freedom’ has nothing in it of uncaused choice, because as 

people do use the term, from time to time, it does mean that (i.e. that they sometimes mean that by it, or 

that they sometimes have that in mind when they use it). It is also true that, as people use the term from 

time to time, it does not mean that. Notwithstanding this, my conviction that there is just no such thing 

as contra-causal freedom, an ever enlarging body of supporting evidence for determinism, and that 

nothing close to a coherent and positive account has ever been given of freedom to buck causation 

(beyond the sort of negative definition mentioned already): freedom for some people, for some of the 

time, does involve the idea of our actions being uncaused.

The argument that ‘freedom’ and ‘free will’ are used in these diffwent ways is made by Honderich 

(1988, pp. 475-487), who urges against both Compatibilists and Incompatibilists that we do not have 

one conception of the initiation of actions, but, rather, that there are two sets of entrenched attitudes we 

all have towards the initiation of actions - the one set involving uncaused choice and action (which 

Honderich calls ‘origination’) and the other lacking it, and that the traditional dispute has its source in 

those attitudes. These attitudes can issue in two sorts of responses to the consequences of determinism 

(which are equally open to us to adopt), of dismay and intransigence. Nothing else could explain the 

persistence and intractability of the traditional dispute. Attempts to resolve the old dispute by arriving at 

the single correct usage of terms like ‘free’, are consequently futile: such terms, when applied to the 

initiation of actions, are ambiguous as between the two sets of attitudes. A further consequence is that 

the sufficient conditions of moral responsibility, in so far as they are said to include, or not to include, 

uncaused choice, are not beliefs with truth values, but attitudes or even feelings - and, therefore, not 

something that can be proved true or false in any standard way.

The long dispute between Compatibilism and Incompatibilism can never be resolved, therefore, 

since both of its poles are false. What can be achieved instead, given, as Honderich believes, the likely 

truth of determinism, is a strengthening of those attitudes that do not involve indeterminism as against 

those that do - in other words a stoical avoidance of frustration, by valuing what is within our grasp 

rather than what is forever beyond it

It seems to me that Honderich’s resolution of the traditional argument is correct, with two qualifi

cations: that the conclusion reached does not imply that no substantial advances have been made by the 

classical debate, this would be untrue(for instance, in respect of the distinction between causation and
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compulsion); and that it is a matter for further enquiry just how entrenched those attitudes involving 

uncaused choice are: I take this up in chapters 2 and 3.

What certainly does not follow from Honderich’s argument is that little remains to be said about 

freedom and determinism. What he has shown is that the typical means by which Compatibilists and 

Incompatibilists have attempted to settle the dispute, viz. by attempting to determine the meaning of 

‘free will’, ‘morally responsible’ and so forth, is futile. Progress can be made, as I hope to show, by 

other means.

Compatibilists might continue to pursue the point by conceding that people do indeed use phrases 

like ‘free will’ and ‘free choice’ when they have in mind that choices are uncaused, but only in the 

same way that people use the word ‘bear’ to refer to Koalas, i.e. that it is a conventional misnomer. 

‘Bears’ refers to a family of large mammals that does not include Koalas, and ‘freedom’ describes 

states and actions of a certain kind that does not include uncaused choice. The comparison could be 

pressed further in noting that although there are different species of bear they do possess several natural 

kind features that warrants their common inclusion in a single family called ‘bears’; and similarly that 

despite many different things referred to by ‘freedom’, when applied in its several contexts, they have 

several common or related features among which uncaused choice just does not belong.

The consideration employed here might conceivably be adopted as a sort of stipulative rule for 

linguistic usage, but attempts of this sort to limit meaning have been notoriously unsuccessful. In any 

event this hardly seems an appealing or convincing way of resolving thorny questions about freedom 

and determinism, and Incompatibilists could scarcely regard it as a serious attempt at engagement

Incompatibilists on the other hand, would be wrong to see in the concession that people some

times do have in mind that a choice or action is uncaused when they describe it as free, a vindication, 

partial or otherwise, of their arguments. In the first place Incompatibilists share with Compatibilists the 

error of supposing that people have a single sense of what is meant by ‘free’. I do not suggest that 

Incompatibilists are unaware of the fact that there is a sense of ‘free’ meaning'‘absence of external 

compulsion or constraint’. Their error is rather in suggesting that the ‘ordinary, strong, true responsibili

ty entailing’ sense of ‘free’, has a fixed and settled meaning that all or most of us are agreed upon. This, 

as Honderich rightly suggests, is not the case. The ordinary, strong, true responsibility entailing sense of 

‘free* is indeterminate and nebulous. It is bound up, in ordinary thought and language, with attitudes to
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moral responsibility, the experience of choosing and deciding, the initiation of actions, the nature of 

self, and other things besides. Sometimes it may involve the idea of uncaused choice in addition to 

voluntariness and sometimes it may not. Thus, while there might be different senses of ‘free’, severally 

referring to political freedom of thought and action, the free movement of bodies, and freedom of will, 

there are not, in the same way, two distinct senses of freedom of choice, the one involving uncaused 

choice and the other not, but rather one indeterminate sense of it that ebbs and flows - now involving 

uncaused choice and now lacking it.

This might appear at first as pedantry: it is not The debate about ‘free will* as well as one’s feel

ings about it, is a crooked one in which language and metaphor mislead, and feelings of doubt and 

uncertainty are never far away. To suggest in the midst of all this that there is one particular single and 

settled sense of the word ‘free’, that this sense is one having to do with the will,that it is this sense with 

which we are all, deep down, concerned and intimately attached to, and that it involves uncaused 

choice, is to imply an attractive point of clarity where none really exists. Incompatibilists might mag

nanimously add, that it is an open question whether their sense of ‘free’ refers to something that actual

ly exists, but the magnanimity and putative open mindedness conceals something like a manoeuvre: an 

attempt to steal a march on opponents by the suggestion that despite all the vagueness, doubt, and 

uncertainty, we know at least that it is this one sense of ‘free’ we believe ourselves to possess and that 

prompts us to be troubled by determinism. As I shall argue in chapter 3, this is far from being so.

This is not of course to suggest that Incompatibilists are all sophists. No one can ever be sure, in 

attempting to frame arguments in a clear and attractive fashion, that they do not mislead in so doing. 

Neither would it be correct to suggest that Incompatibilists have no warrant to declare at the outset what 

it is that they mean when discussing the word ‘free’. What should not be allowed is the claim that this is 

what is ‘ordinarily meant’: that this is, exclusively, what you or I mean. And it is important that this be 

denied, not merely because it is untrue, and again, not merely because it confers a deceptive and per

suasive feature to the Incompatibilist argument, but because it forestalls a set of questions that might be 

asked about whether it is just our attraction to this sense of ‘free’ that is at the root of our concern about 

the consequences of determinism, or whether, as I shall later claim, there are features of the way that we 

are constrained to deliberate and decide, to which it gives an inaccurate and misleading expression.

All of this may seem hard on Incompatibilists, who, after all, have not, in attempting to Hx the
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ordinary meaning of ‘free’ to one point, done something that has not also been attempted by Compatibi

lists. There is, however, in the nature of the thing, a less palpable and therefore more effective decep

tion in the Incompatibilist attempt Compatibilists have tried to show that ‘free’ means only ‘voluntary’ 

and not ‘uncaused’. It requires no great effort of detection to see that this is untrue. A little introspec

tion, or questioning of others will show that people sometimes do mean ‘uncaused’ by the word ‘free’; 

and attempts to limit what a word could mean by trying to fix its conceptual content according to what 

is coherent, were effectively forestalled years ago by Johnson’s Dictionary. However, that ‘uncaused’ 

does figure in the meaning of ‘free’ tends, as we have seen, to lead one into thinking that the lack of this 

element yields a different sense of the word to that with which we are centrally concerned. It does not 

This, however, leaves us with important questions about the implications of determinism still to 

consider. I turn now to the consequences of determinism for moral responsibility, punishment, and the 

reactive attitudes.
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MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

If the sufficient conditions of responsibility and freedom are a matter of attitude rather than 

something that can be demonstrated - there remains a substantial problem of saying what consequences 

determinism has for our current habits of praising and blaming. Even if matters cannot be settled by 

appeal to the sufficient conditions of moral responsibility, it may still be that there is much in our 

current ways of responding to the acts and omissions of others that is incompatible with determinism, 

and which will tend to be eroded if determinism is to be taken seriously.

Compatibilists have often tried to suggest that there is no reason whatever to change our ethical 

ways if we come to believe determinism to be true. Some of the arguments for this have already been 

mentioned: namely, that even if it is the case that a person’s moral decisions are the inevitable out

comes of earlier states of affairs, nevertheless if they meant to do what they did, and if they did the 

thing with bad intent, then they are morally culpable according to what is ordinarily meant by ‘morally 

culpable*. If a person takes pleasure in the suffering and misfortune of others and deliberately acts to 

cause suffering and misfortune, then such a one is, beyond doubt, evil, and the proper recipient of the 

judgment that they are so, and of the outrage, condemnation and punishment that go with it.

This is a complacent and conservative response. If outrage, condemnation and punishment are 

conventional responses with conventional rules governing their proper ascription, this hardly exempts 

them from rational evaluation. Indeed, all three might be evaluated independently of any consideration 

of the consequences of determinism; but let us confine ourselves to those consequences.

The consequence of determinism that any Incompatibilist would press is that even if someone 

were ‘evil’ in the sense given, and meant to do the loathsome things they did, in so far as our actions 

make us what we are, they could not have chosen otherwise than to be that kind of person. The Compa

tibilist response to this objection has often been to question what it is that is being asked for, or what it 

is that is thought to be lacking. They have argued that this is really a requirement that for a person to be
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responsible they must be absolutely responsible, i.e. responsible in the panicky metaphysical sense of 

being causa sut. ‘This’, the Compatibilist will retort, ‘is a senseless notion’ - a ‘freedom not worth 

wanting’ (cf. Dennett 1984). If any Incompatibilist simply took the trouble to subject ideas such as this 

to the rigorous standards they apply to other notions, it is argued, they would abandon them with an 

embarrassed shrug.

Perhaps they might, but the difficulties involved in giving conceptual substance to notions such as 

contra-causal freedom, or ‘true responsibility’, or ‘agent causation’, and the embarrassment Incompatib- 

ilists might suffer in attempting to do so, are not conclusive against them. There are other concepts we 

are happy enough to use, but which seem unable, when subjected to scrutiny, to stand on their own 

semantic feet: self and personal identity, just for the moment, are certainly two such. Moreover, the 

methods employed by Compatibilists in attacking Incompatibilist concepts, often involve either appeal 

to the intuition, or a searching series of questions leading to the inevitable conclusion that the Incompa

tibilist is attempting to have us try out the Emperor’s new clothes. Thus Compatibilists attempt to show 

that the concepts in question are so weird that no one could take them seriously, or, alternatively, that 

because the Incompatibilist could only mean by X, either or C, and since they do not mean A, and 

could not mean B, and C is irrelevant, they couldn’t really mean anything by it  Both of which are tried, 

tested, and often reliable methods in philosophical analysis, but which sometimes, in appealing to the 

bare fact of a concept’s strangeness or elusiveness, amount to little better than a resort to the solid 

ground of what is sensible.

Looking back over a few millennia of notions and practices that used to count as sensible and 

reasonable but do so no longer, we should be a little of wary of what counts for us as worthy of such 

epithets. Human beings, their ways and beliefs change and move on. In the face of that movement, 

many appeals to what is sensible and reasonable have been no better than arguments for the status quo - 

and circular ones at that - Kuhn, in The Structure o f Scientific Revolutions (1970), mentions a typical 

example of this in the response of many lay persons to the General Theory of Relativity, who objected 

that space just isn’t the sort of thing that can be curved’ (p. 149) - the ordinary language philosophical 

rendering of which would be ‘that just isn’t what is meant by space’ or ‘that just couldn’t conceivably 

be what we mean by space’. More importantly, this sort of response fails to engage with what makes 

Incompatibilism persuasive to Incompatibilists.
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Strawson

This brings us no closer, however, to what there is about determinism that might cause us to 

abandon our moral practices and concepts. In ‘Freedom and Resentment’ (1982) Peter Strawson devel

ops probably the most sophisticated and subtle examination of the consequences of determinism for 

moral responsibility there has been. Strawson suggests that more light may be thrown on the subject if 

we consider first what consequences determinism might have for certain attitudes we have that are other 

than moral, but have a certain kinship with moral attitudes. Our moral attitudes he suggests are the 

impersonal or generalised analogues of more reactive attitudes such as resentment and hurt feelings, 

and also of gratitude, love (of certain sorts), and forgiveness. The whole range of these attitudes are 

based on expectations of regard and goodwill, of and towards both ourselves and others. Strawson 

opposes these attitudes to the ‘objective attitude’, in which our interpersonal expectations are with

drawn. The two sorts of attitudes are not mutually exclusive, but they are opposed. To take the objec

tive attitude, is to put aside, perhaps only temporarily, or only partially, reactive attitudes like resent

ment and indignation, and the expectations of good will and regard on which they are based. To take 

the objective attitude, therefore, is, to the extent one does it, to forswear or discount resentment and 

indignation and attributing moral blame or praise. There are a range of reasons for adopting the objec

tive attitude to someone and several ways of doing so - some of which do not involve the total suspen

sion of reactive attitudes. We tend to feel the attitude to be most appropriate however towards those 

who are psychologically abnormal or morally underdeveloped (p. 66); those who are incapable of recip

rocating appropriately to the reactive attitudes. We may also suspend the reactive attitudes, temporarily, 

when an agent has brought something about unintentionally or unknowingly. Resentment and blame are 

inappropriate when something has been done accidentally and not because of lack of good will or 

regard.

Strawson points out that it is no consequence of determinism that everything anybody does must 

be accidental or unintentional, or that everything anybody does must be the product of a psychological

ly abnormal or morally underdeveloped character. We have criteria, therefore, about what conditions 

warrant the suspension of the moral and interpersonal reactive attitudes, and determinism would not
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involve the generalising of those conditions. But even if it did, this should not lead us to drop the reac

tive attitudes on grounds of their lack of rational justification. Taken as a whole, the reactive attitudes 

are part of ‘the general framework of human life’ (p. 70), and, therefore, are not the sort of thing that 

can be given an overall rational justification, or that stand in need of one. It is simply not open to us to 

convert wholesale to the objective attitude. And finally, even if it were open to us, since the reactive 

attitudes are so pervasive and valuable a feature of the range of human relationships, our first considera

tion in deciding whether to persevere with them would have to be the likely effects for our lives of 

relinquishing them.

Compatibilists^ have tended, according to Strawson, to put the case for the compatibility of moral 

practices with determinism, purely in terms of their social utility, and without regard to the human atti

tudes and feelings of which these practices are, in part, an expression. Libertarianism is a mistaken 

attempt to fill in, metaphysically, the missing humanity of the Compatibilist account of moral practices. 

With a proper regard for the full facts of moral and interpersonal practices, no need remains for ‘contra- 

causal freedom’ or other libertarian formulae.

Strawson’s arguments are an excellent and subtle corrective to some of the more glaring deficien

cies of Compatibilism. We may hope that his article has sufficed to quell the fears of at least a few 

erstwhile libertarians. It is likely to be less persuasive, however, to those he identifies as moral sceptics 

- who may overlap considerably, though perhaps not coextensively, with Incompatibilist determinists.

Even the moral sceptic is not immune from his own form of the wish to over- 
intellectualize such notions as those of moral responsibility, guilt, and blame. He sees 
that the optimist’s account is inadequate and the pessimist’s libertarian alternative 
inane; and finds no resource except to declare that the notions in question are inherently 
confused, that ‘blame is metaphysical’. But the metaphysics was in the eye of the 
metaphysician.(p. 79)

It is the opinion of at least two recent commentators (Honderich 1988, p. 448, and Strawson, G. 

1986, pp. 84-91), for different reasons, that metaphysics, or metaphysical attitudes, do attend our unre- 

flective attitudes to actions, responsibility, blame, and so forth. Whether we are infected with unreflec-

1.Strawson refers to ‘optimists’.
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tive metaphysics in respect of our actions, and the extent to which we are, is something I will discuss in 

what follows. For now, however, it should be noted that Strawson’s arguments are only directed at total 

rather than partial moral scepticism: for if the whole range of reactive attitudes cannot come up for 

review, it remains possible that speciHc attitudes and practices can. It is a familiar feature of public and 

private life that they do.

If in evaluating the consequences of determinism for our moral practices, discussion were to focus 

exclusively on rational justification as if this were something intrinsically desirable, we should follow 

Strawson in being wary of it. But it is not with rationality as such, coherence as such, or non

contradiction as such, that we are apt to be concerned when considering whether our moral practices are 

justified. What we rather have in mind is whether it is decent or proper or fair to persist in them. We 

measure our moral practices against other features of the web of human attitudes, and over time our 

moral practices change. According to Nietzsche, for instance

The idea, now so obvious, apparently so natural, even unavoidable, that had to serve as 
the explanation of how the sense of justice ever appeared on earth - "the criminal 
deserves punishment because he could have acted differently" - is in fact an extremely 
late and subtle form of human judgment and inference (Nietzsche 1969, p. 63).

Having got this far, it seems proper to ask whether punishment per se stands in need of a justifica

tion. To ask for a justifîcation of punishment is to consider whether we should persist in doing it. To do 

that is not try to conceive what is inconceivable. Nor is it to fail to grasp the rootedness of our natural 

human commitment to ordinary interpcMonal attitudes. It might be that punishing people is not some

thing we could ever envisage giving up. I doubt it, but at any rate whatever reasons there are for think

ing so would be what we are about, among other things, in considering the justifiability of punishment.

Philosophers have sometimes, no doubt, been blind to certain facts about punishment and its rela

tionship to the reactive attitudes. There is the suspicion that a discussion about whether it could be justi

fied that people be punished for things they did not do, might have been considerably curtailed had 

more attention been paid to this. We might note in addition that no matter what ever is decided as 

public policy, something alike to punishment may be an ineradicable feature of interpersonal relations. 

Supposing for instance, that one were to personally disavow punishing others and to develop instead an
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attitude of Spinozaistic detachment. Would one then, as readily assist, in whatever way, a person who 

has done a great wrong, and one in which she continues to glory, as someone who has not? It seems 

unreasonable to ask that one should, and yet to be less ready to help a wrongdoer is no more than 

punishment by omission.

Even allowing that punishment should persist in this form, however, the eradication of public 

punishment would certainly involve a change in our understanding of what punishment would remain. 

The eradication of public punishment would both be a herald, and in itself amount to, a sea change in 

our lives and attitudes. It would not, in and of itself, however, amount to a wholesale abandonment of 

the reactive attitudes, and nor does it appear to be practically inconceivable for all time.

Perhaps considering the abandonment of punishment would invite the charge that we are envisag

ing rationalistic social engineering without any regard to traditions and public sentiments, which should 

be a watchword for any wise public policy. This is a different, less subtle, and less convincing argument 

than Strawson’s. Taking it seriously might involve paying more regard to shaping public sentiment 

when considering reforms to moral and legal practices, than has hitherto been the case. At any rate, this 

is an attempt to justify punishment, rather than an argument that calls into question actually having to 

find a justification for it.

Moving from punishment to resentment, indignation, gratitude, love, and the like, it might seem, 

as Strawson suggests, that human life would be unimaginable without them. What is imaginable, 

however, is that any of these attitudes might be modified by a universal acceptance of the truth of 

determinism. Whether determinism does imply that there should be any modification of the reactive 

attitudes is something I will come to presently.

The morality game

Strawson’s emphasis on our natural commitment to the reactive attitudes arid the human relation

ships they enliven, as against speculative metaphysics, while it is certainly his own, has a character that 

is consonant with Wittgenstein’s ideas. It will be instructive, and may, I think, take us beyond the 

impasse of the traditional debate about the consequences of determinism for responsibility, if we recast 

Strawson’s arguments using the Wittgensteinian device of considering social practices as types of

29



game.

In considering the consequences of determinism for punishment, resentment, responsibility and so 

forth, we are turning our attention to the ‘morality game*. The morality game has, as we have noted 

already, been niiodified over the years. Some of the former rules and plays that were thought to be 

inappropriate, or to work badly, were, in time, modified or dropped. None of this in any way implied 

that the game itself should be abandoned - quite the reverse - reformulating the rules would not make 

sense without an overall commitment to the game. The rules of the game include what is to count as 

obviating responsibility, as well as what can count as desert or what can count as praiseworthy. There is 

much, however, about which the rules are silent.

Many games have exact and determinate rules that have evolved through practice, argument and 

discussion over the years. No doubt there have been those for whom the inclusion, or exclusion, or 

amendment of a rule, by the majority of players or a ruling authority, has meant that so far as they are 

concerned what resulted was no longer authentically the same game.

Incompatibilists are like these disappointed enthusiasts. They see something in the rules of the 

game about alleviation of responsibility that on one reading must apply if determinism is true. Some 

other players and commentâtes disagree with the interpretation, but the rules are insufficiently specific 

to decide the matter unarguably. The meaning of the term ‘morally responsible* will resolve the prob

lem, because, as Honderich points out, it is sometimes used in a way that includes the idea that actions 

for which we are responsible are uncaused, and sometimes is not In that case it is not that Incompatibi

lists have a mistaken interpretation of the rules, but that they have a misconceived attitude about what 

follows if a rule is changed. Again, supposing we had a choice about whether to play on or not surely 

continuing to play this game with a rule we don*t like is better than giving up the game altogether, and 

surely the loss of the rule does not make the game entirely unlike what Incompatibilists had originally 

taken it to be.

It goes without saying that morality is a feature of life far more deeply rooted than any mere game, 

and moral responsibility is of far greater importance than any disputed rule. Nevertheless the metaphor 

is instructive. There simply is not enough in our standard conditions for the ascription of moral respon

sibility to definitely settle whether it is compatible with determinism. There are circumstances in which 

we withhold blame, which are detailed by Strawson, but even these are not always clear cut Some are

30



more patient and tolerant than others, and more inclined to try to view wrongdoings objectively than to 

engage in blaming and punishing. Advising them that it is sometimes appropriate to blame, when they 

choose not to, simply misses the point that they often see no value or sense in blaming and punishing. 

Holding people morally responsible, and blaming and punishing them, are practices that have evolved 

over time. There is no reason to expect, therefore, that those practices will include criteria for settling a 

matter that their evolution took no account of.

If it is not within our power to give up all moral practices and the reactive attitudes they express, 

and if it would not be rational to do so even if we could, that there is no agreeable way of settling 

whether determinism is compatible with moral responsibility need not leave us in a dither about what to 

do. If we cannot cease to hold people morally responsible, and blame and punish them, we can certainly 

consider whether there is anything about the way we do so that might be modified given the truth of 

determinism. We can consider, as Honderich does, what deeper attitudes inform the reactive attitudes 

and our moral practices, and whether such deeper attitudes stand in need of or are susceptible to modi

fication. We can also consider, as Compatibilists have done, what there is in our attitudes and practices 

that is not in conflict with the thesis of determinism. Moral responsibility for instance is not only 

something we ascribe to others and to ourselves: it is an attitude that we can take in respect of our own 

actions just by attempting to make amends and by apologising. Incompatibilists will say that apologis

ing and making amends make no sense in a deterministic universe, but there is nothing in a determinis

tic universe that would prevent anyone from apologising and making amends.

The idea that consideration of the consequences of determinism might lead us to amend, modify, 

or sometimes even abandon, attitudes and practices, can be seen as kind of theoretical reflex of the 

process of reform and adjustment on which moral evolution depends. We live in an age that is arguably 

more self-conscious and reflective than others; in which we have made ourselves more aware of the 

etiology and the circumstances of actions, especially bad actions. That awareness has led to questioning 

and changing - perhaps weakening - of practices like punishment and attitudes like moral indignation 

and resentment. Philosophical preoccupation over the last three or four hundred years with the conse

quences of determinism may be largely owed to that. The examination of the consequences of determin

ism may then be part of a much larger and ongoing discussion about how our moral and legal practices 

are to continue. Whether that is so, it is certainly nothing strange or metaphysical that we examine our
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attitudes and moral and legal practices.

Those who feel convinced that a closer and more exquisite examination of modality will finally 

yield the indisputable truth about determinism and responsibility, will no doubt continue in that enter

prise (see, for example, Hannan and Lehrer 1989, pp. 53-54). The indisputable truth will not be forth

coming however. The rules are too vague on the point, and any attempt to sharpen them up will inevita

bly be seen as arbitrary. What makes more sense is to consider what sort of moral responsibility we 

might have, and what reactive attitudes and moral and legal practices, if we take determinism seriously.

Resentment

According to Nietzsche resentment is not only akin to the moral attitudes, it is the foundation of 

modem morality (cf. Nietzsche 1969).  ̂It originates with the slave who, lacking the power of action of 

the noble and the powerful, develops a secret and venomous desire for revenge (1:10). The noble and 

powerful in being able to enact their desires have no need of resentment. Neither, according to 

Nietzsche, do the sick, who are bound by nature to abandon resentment, since it requires energy and 

commitment best reserved for recuperation (cf. Ibid., 1969,1:6). If Nietzsche is right then, resentment is 

far from being a feature of all human existence. At the same time the attitude of Nietzsche's noble and 

powerful man is not that of one who engages much in interpersonal life, but who rather regards others 

with an objective eye: as things to be gained, conquered, manipulated, dominated, or destroyed. Like

wise, to be so ill that one has to put resentment aside, is to be too laid low and withdrawn to engage 

much with oth*s. Not to be apt to feel resentful, given proper cause, therefore, seems to suggest inabili

ty to engage interpersonally in the normal way.

No rules are laid down about when to feel resentful, or by how much. There is a sense of what 

circumstances make resentment appropriate, and of what should assuage it, and this, we may expect, is 

socially acquired. There is also a sense about how long we should allow ourselves to be preoccupied by 

resentments. A child will sometimes be inappropriately resentful, and some adults will nurse resentful

1 J^Jietzsche uses the French word ressentiment.
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feelings for too long*.

What is there in the attitude of resentment that is threatened by determinism? According to 

Honderich the feeling of vengefulness, which we may take to be part of resentment, includes the idea, 

among others, that the person who wronged us ‘could have done otherwise’ (1988, pp. 400-409). One 

line of reflection, focussing on one set of entrenched attitudes we have, can understand the words 

‘could have done otherwise’ in a way that is not threatened by determinism. That line of reflection 

includes ideas about the agent knowing what she was doing, acting willingly and in character, and so 

on. Focussing on a different set of attitudes, however, will lead us to reflect that ‘could have done 

otherwise’ requires more than this. It requires that the agent ‘could have done otherwise’ given exactly 

the same set of circumstances and internal dispositions. He argues that it also includes the idea that the 

feeling is directed towards a self that is a unity rather than a corpus of dispositions (p.407-8), and that it 

was this that caused the wrong. The reflection that issues in the second understanding of ‘could have 

done otherwise* is incompatible with determinism. We should, Honderich suggests, learn to put it aside, 

and, as far as possible, the entrenched attitudes on which it focuses. This would not involve us in what 

Strawson believes we cannot be involved in - eschewing resentment and the other reactive attitudes -, 

since there is a sense in which we can adopt these attitudes, involving an understanding of ‘could have 

done otherwise*, that is at home with determinism.

I have already stated my agreement with Honderich’s argument against both Compatibilists and 

Incompatibilists, that we have attitudes about the initiation of actions that are compatible with determin

ism, and also ones that are not compatible with it. Where I disagree, however, is about how rooted or 

entrenched these attitudes arc. I will come to this in chapter 3, but for now let me note that on Honder

ich’s account of it, those indeterminist attitudes we have about the initiation of actions do not form part 

of our feelings of vengefulness, but are what informs a line of reflection about those feelings, or a way 

that we have of understanding those feelings, or of representing them to ourselves. This is not to say 

that those feelings are utterly independent and untouched by the way we represent them to ourselves.

l.This is not to say that one should not resent an injury years after it was committed - especially if 
no apology or reparation was made -, but that to be as preoccupied with the feeling of resentment years 
later, as when the injury was done, may be considered foolish and destructive.
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but rather that any understanding or representation we have of them, involving ideas of their objects 

having caused offence in an uncaused way, is not entrenched, or is certainly much less entrenched than 

the feelings themselves. Putting aside an understanding we may have of vengeful and resentful feelings, 

is imaginably an easier matter than rooting out entrenched feelings.

1 also disagree with Honderich's suggestion that our idea or image of unified self has no substance 

either because of determinism or for other reasons. If the idea or image of self forms part of our person

al feelings and attitudes, as I hope to show, we will have no reason to modify them on that score.

Determinism then, has the consequence that resentment should be understood in a changed way, 

or that one understanding we have of it should be set aside. That change in understanding might alter 

the nature of resentment, and even of the way we interact with and regard each other, as persons, more 

generally. In what ways these things might change, and to what degree they might, is imponderable. 

That we should give up resentment altogether is no consequence of determinism, since there are enough 

of ideas, images and feelings about resentment that are compatible with determinism. They include the 

notions, mentioned already, that the object of our feelings acted knowingly, intentionally and in charac

ter, and perhaps also that they did so with malice. In whatever way resentment is modified by abandon

ing one understanding of it furthermore, the change is not something likely to be accomplished by 

deliberate and directed effort, such as repeating over and over to oneself ‘I will not be resentful in a 

way that implies disbelief in determinism* (although people may sometimes have attempted to direct 

their feelings and attitudes in that way). Instead, we should expect that it would be an indirect and 

diffuse effect of a general taking for granted of the truth of determinism.

Finally, determinism has no clear consequences for those cases, mentioned above, in which people 

are inappropriately resentful or when resentful feelings burn for too long. Nevertheless, as part of a 

range of attitudes having to do with injury and improper treatment, there is a way in which determinism 

may have additional though more circuitous consequences for them.

Indignation

Strawson identifies indignation and disapproval as the moral attitudes most closely analogous to 

resentment. They are analogous in being reactions to a lack of good will or regard that is normally
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expected. They differ from resentment in being impersonal or vicarious, or that they are capable of 

being vicarious (cf. op cit., p. 71). Much of what has been said of resentment could also be said of 

indignation: that it includes the idea that the object of indignation could have done otherwise, and that 

there are two lines of reflections focussing on two sets of attitudes that we may have about it, one of 

which is at home with determinism and the other not What more can be said of indignation that has not 

already been said of resentment?

If with indignation there is also one respectable understanding that can live with determinism, and 

one understanding we should hope to put aside, there are special reasons for thinking that the under

standing we should seek to discard is particularly ubiquitous and alive, and therefore perhaps, more 

resistant to being laid to rest

It is a persistent and often distasteful phenomenon, that indignation and outrage are a feature of 

public spectacle. As such they are apt to be caught up with prurience and prying. As Strawson suggests 

we should not be reluctant to acknowledge the facts of moral life ‘because of the seamy side of the 

facts* (p. 80). But public indignation that really expresses a desire to do harm to a convenient hate 

figure, and goes hand in hand with voyeurism and spectacle, is a long way from what we can call 

reasonable and decent indignation.

Another feature of the kind of public indignation I have in mind, is its linkage to certain pro

grammatic or ideological positions that appeal to it and whose public advocates attempt to foster it: 

notably those calling for longer prison terms, capital and corporal punishment and so forth. These are 

often advocated on grounds of protection against men and women who are deemed ‘evil’, no more, no 

less. They are, perhaps equally often, justified on the grounds (without any obvious awareness of the 

distinction) that tougher punishment is what evil men and women deserve. This advocacy of striking 

hard against evil, is in opposition to the trend towards looking to the circumstances and etiology of 

criminal behaviour. In opposing that it has been argued, variously, that others who live or have lived in 

bad circumstance, have not behaved viciously, and that no matter what a person's circumstances, they 

have choice and freedom of action. Contra-causal freedom is not rigidly entailed by this belief, but it is 

certainly a natural accompaniment to it.

While it can be allowed, therefore, that there is such a thing as proper indignation, which is not 

threatened by determinism, there is much of public indignation that is loosely and ideologically linked
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to indeterminism. Even if this were not so, there are clear and obvious independent reasons for wishing 

an end to indignation of this stamp.

There is nothing of snooping and public spectacle in resentment, since it is an attitude about what 

happens to us. Nevertheless if politicians and newspapers have striven to create indignation towards 

those who are held to be evil out of their own choosing, in a contra-causal way or something close to it, 

then that 'ideological indeterminism’ might also be expected to strengthen the indeterminist understand

ing of resentment. On the other hand perhaps, the lack of spectacle and the demands of dealing with 

others in an immediately interpersonal way may be the cause of more realism and sobriety in the way 

people understand resentment. There are clearer implications for a concept and a practice to which I 

now turn.

Punishment and deserts

Most of us are naturally resistant to punishing someone who does not deserve to be punished. That 

resistance has put utilitarians to considerable trouble in framing an acceptable justification of punish

ment. What they have on their side and against their deontological opponents, is the different intuition 

that punishment needs a JustiHcation in terms of its beneficial consequences if it is not to be just a 

gratuitous infliction of suffering. Even if someone is guilty of a vicious crime, if it makes no-one mate

rially better off that they should suffer for it, it would seem barbarous that we should inflict it. Deontol- 

ogists have attempted to justify punishment, without regard to consequences, by suggesting that this is 

what the criminal deserves. In a sense it is straightforward enough that a criminal deserves to be pun

ished. We have a system of justice, or something like one, that includes penalties for various sorts of 

wrongdoing, and if someone does do wrong, ceteris parabus, then the appropriate penalty is what they 

deserve.

Desert is a concept that is difficult to pin down, giving expression to a variety of ideas (cf. Hond

erich 1989, pp. 26-32), and, according to Hume at least, that people are apt to interpret in whatever way 

is favourable to them (1975b, p. 193). Without attempting to narrow the concept down to some defini

tion lacking any chance of general assent, we can at least say that the meaning of ‘desert* is cjosely 

attached to that of ‘fairness’ and that both are ineliminable from, without sufficiently defining, our
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understanding of justice. To say that someone deserves something, on this view, is just to claim that it 

is fair that they should get it or that it should be done to them. The principles according to which it 

might be thought fair that someone should get something are various and can produce contradictory 

judgments in respect of the same case. To acknowledge this is not to imply anything about the irresolv- 

ability of either desert claims, or of moral disagreements more generally. It reflects a plurality of stand

ards and principles of justice in our moral thinking and discoursed A functioning society has need of 

principles and rules for distribution of a vast array of goods and services, and for the proper conduct of 

inter-personal and other forms of social relationships. Not all principles are recognised in law, and not 

all are universally agreed. A good deal of moral and political argument is founded on that. Different 

theories and conceptions of justice reflect it. To come now to the point: one of the deflning features of 

human social life is its saturation with rules, principles and notions, about goods, services and conduct. 

Th^e is no theory or conception of society, no matter how utopian, that does not involve its saturation 

with some such rules, and principles. They are as ineliminable as the reactive attitudes with which they 

are bound up. A society without private property for instance, would be one in which principles of just 

distribution of goods might be absent, but not one in which a sense of fairness about personal and social 

conduct should have disappeared, or corresponding standards of differential treatment.

It may be objected that it is imaginable that there be a society in which people habitually behave 

in certain ways without any thought to their doing so, and that they do so is in a way that is functional 

and frictionless. Such a state of affairs might lack rules, principles and notions about justice. A society 

like that might come close to the organic conception of society in way that real societies have not. An 

imaginable society of this sort makes false the claim that life without rules, principles and notions of 

justice, is inconceivable. It might even be thought to be a better society than any we have known. I 

would maintain, however, that such a society would be inconceivable in the sense of being inconceiva

ble for us. It would be inconceivable for us just in being so far from what we are that we could not 

really imagine ourselves in such a society. My claim then, is that rules, principles and notions of justice.

1.Again, this does not imply that any theory in which there is one overriding good, or overriding 
principle of justice (such as Hume’s proto-positivist reduction of justice to legalistic property rights), 
must fldl, only that if such a principle or good does exist, its existence is not immediately apparent in 
the diverse criteria people bring to bear in attempting to settle questions of justice, fairness and desert.

37



are fundamental to what we are to such a degree that we could not imagine ourselves without them. 

Such a claim is difficult to prove, of course, but the lack of any coherent describable utopia or good life 

without rules or principles lends strong support to it

If what I have suggested is true, then notions of fairness and desert are inescapable for us. What is 

not inescapable is that we have exactly the ideas we now have about fairness and desert, or the practices 

that give expression to them. Moral practices and attitudes can be, and have been, changed. It is gener

ally understood that it is unjust that someone should be punished for a wrong they have not committed. 

There seems no good reason to call this into question, and indeed, it can be claimed that it is about as 

entrenched as any principle of justice we have: some have even thought it is logically necessary^ The 

justice of punishing wrwigdoers, however, is no logical consequence of the injustice of punishing those 

who have not done wrong. I have suggested that punishment would be a difficult thing to give up alto

gether, if this meant giving up differential treatment of those who behave badly and those who behave 

well. Even if we could not give this up, or if we were disinclined to do so, however, this would have no 

clear bearing on what to do about legal punishment.

If a criminal is punished, then providing the punishment is not ^excessive* (let us pretend that the 

meaning of this provision is clear), she has gotten what she deserved. She deserves punishment because 

that is what a system of justice stipulates in return for the committing the crime. Some theorists may 

want to say that she naturally (or divinely) deserves to be punished for her crime. None have been able 

to do so very persuasively. We can agree at least, however, that to say that a criminal deserves to be 

punished means that justice requires it  It does not follow that justice must always require i t  It does not 

follow that justice must always require it to be meted out in the same measure.

If it were ever to come about that no consequential gain could be had from inflicting suffering on 

criminals, then we should properly ask whether justice would any longer require that wrongdoers be 

punished. If justice is timeless and absolute then it will always require the punishment of wrongdoers, 

just because it always has. If instead justice is a product of the demands of social living, then a change 

in the character of social living would conceivably render a change in justice. Thus, any deontologist

1.Whipping boys might, perhaps, have wished that this were so.
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who wishes to argue not only that it is just to punish offenders, but that it always will be, must be 

committed to the view of justice as timeless and absolute. Without that it is not possible to claim that 

we should never dispense with punishment on consequentialist grounds because to do so would be 

unjust, since those consequentialist grounds would at the same time be grounds for revision of what is 

to count as just and unjust\

If we take a naturalistic and historical view of justice, therefore, what a person may deserve for 

her actions can change. Legal punishment might conceivably and properly be brought to an end if there 

were no social gain to be had from it, and there need be nothing unjust in that. As I have suggested 

already, however, punishment might persist in an attenuated form in interpersonal relations, involving 

withholding good will or help, in return for wrongdoing. If people ever became so saintly as to forgo 

even this, it would be difficult to see what would remain of interpersonal relationships as we now 

understand them. The purpose of this discussion is not, however, merely to consider the character and 

merits of deserts, punishment and so on, and whether we could or ought to do without them, but wheth

er determinism has any consequences for whether we could or ought to. Let us return then to that

The consequences of determinism for whether we should punish have been thought to follow hard 

on the heels of its consequences for moral responsibility, viz. if determinism is true we cannot be moral

ly responsible for what we do, and if someone is not morally responsible for what she does then she 

ought not to be punished for it. Following Honderich I have argued that whereas there is an understand

ing of ‘morally responsible’ that is incompatible with determinism, there is also an understanding that is 

untouched by it. I do not propose to examine whether that understanding of moral responsibility is 

enough to warrant punishing people: just as with trying to determine the real meaning of ‘could have 

done otherwise’, I think such an exercise would be fruitless. Instead let us put aside any explicit consid

eration about the nature of moral responsibility for the moment, and consider whether, if we do so, the 

truth of determinism would have obvious consequences about whether to punish.

To consider that determinism is true of human actions is to have in mind that everything we do or 

think or decide, follows from a set of causes that were sufficient to produce it. To think about the causes

l.This is not to say that there are no limits to what can count as just, or that any limits are entirely 
determined by consequentialist criteria.
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that bring about a person’s actions or her character, is to mentally align or position oneself in respect of 

their wrongdoing in a different way to that of reacting indignantly or resentfully, and also to that of 

seeking redress or punishment. To respond exclusively in this way, and never to respond reactively, 

would, as Strawson suggests, be to give up interpersonal attitudes: something it is unlikely most of us 

are capable of. Supposing that we could, to respond always objectively - to regard people always in that 

way -, would be to depersonalise human relations entirely.

The same does not apply, however, to legal punishment If we were to give this up we would not 

at the same time have to jettison interpersonal relations. At the same time, the two practices, and our 

ideas about them, are not absolutely distinct. Legal practices are not and could not be absolutely di

vorced from moral practices and ideas. It is perhaps for this reason that some have argued that to punish 

solely as a means to public welfare is to fail to have due regard to the humanity or autonomy of the 

criminal. We would tend to regard the legal punishment of someone who is not morally responsible as 

aberrant and perverse. To be considered fit for punishment if one does wrong, is to be thought of, at the 

same time, as a person: one who has moral responsibility. To consider someone unfit for punishment as 

such is to imply that they are in some way less than a person, and other than responsible. The link exists 

because of ideas we have about who may justly be punished, not because it is a necessary requirement, 

per se, of treating people as persons that we legally punish them when they are known to have broken 

the law. If that were necessary, it would only be so for as long as legal punishment persists as a prac

tice. But if we were to abandon legal punishment it would cease to be the case that regarding people as 

persons requires that they be considered fit objects for punishment when they do wrong.

To take determinism seriously, therefore, is to think about the causes that produced an action or a 

character, and perhaps to consider how it might be avoided in the future, rather than to react resentfully 

or indignantly or to look for redress or punishment. In respect of interpersonal relations we have reason 

to think that there are limits to how far we could take this, and about how desirable it would be to do so. 

In respect of legal punishment, however, these limits do not apply. That legal punishment respects, or 

reinforces, or is in any way essential to holding people to be persons is a fancy: the lack of thought 

people give, by and large, to prisons and to what takes place in them, shows it to be so.

If there were an absence of social benefit to be got from legal punishment, therefore, determinism
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would give us reason to abandon it / As I have suggested, the abandonment of legal punishment could 

be expected to affect interpersonal relations, perhaps by causing people to think more about the causes 

of actions, even if they would not abandon the interpersonal reactive attitudes. At the same time, 

however, this is probably no more than what is taking place anyway, as part of the historical evolution 

of social relationships.

Conclusion

While determinism is incompatible with one understanding of moral responsibility, and with one 

understanding of each of a range of reactive attitudes, therefore, there remains a further understanding 

of moral responsibility, and of these attitudes, that is compatible with determinism. There is room for 

moral responsibility and our moral practices and reactive attitudes in a determined universe. Nor are the 

indeterministic attitudes and beliefs as entrenched as Ted Honderich and Galen Strawson take them to 

be. Nevertheless the understanding of the moral practices and reactive attitudes that is consistent with 

determinism, is not enough to warrant Compatibilist complacency about the need for rethinking and 

revising them, particularly when it comes to punishment. A world in which people begin to think seri

ously about determinism would be one in which our interpersonal relationships and our moral practices 

and ideas could begin to look very different. In another way, however, this would be no more than a 

continuation of the moral evolution that is tied up with the way in which people have thought about the 

causes of crime in recent centuries.

The possible consequences of determinism are not exhausted by morality, punishment and re

sentment. In the following two chapters I consider the how determinism stands with respect to how we 

view each other as persons and to whether we can be said to know anything.

l£ven if determinism were not true, punishment would still be on shaky ground in the absence of 
any social benefits. In an undetermined world, we could say of a criminal that she could have acted 
differently than she did, even taking into account all of the antecedent conditions that caused her to 
offend. In that case we could not resort to consideration of the causes of the wrongdoing to mitigate the 
reactive attitudes, but where should we go then? Punishment could not undo the crime. Hegel’s retribu
tivist argument, for instance, that the punishment annuls the crime, refers to the logic of punishment 
within a system of justice. A historical change in the nature of justice itself would render this inopera
tive.
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ARE WE NATURAL INCOMPATIBILISTS?

Consideration of how we experience ourselves as free actors and deciders, which is to say ‘the 

phenomenology of freedom’, has been a fresh and welcome development in recent discussions about 

free will and determinism. Any account of what ‘freedom really means’, whether Compatibilist or 

Incompatibilist, ought, one would think, to have something to say to this. It has been claimed by some, 

that the notion that our actions and decisions are ‘caused’, though it may well be true, conflicts with a 

deep seated belief most people have of themselves as ‘truly free’ or ‘truly responsible’ in the Incompa

tibilist sense: a deep seated belief, moreover, that is indivisibly tied to the sense people have of them

selves when acting and deciding. Something like this may have been Kant’s view, for instance, when he 

suggests that although

the freedom attributed to the will seems incompatible with the necessity of nature; and 
although at this parting of the ways reason finds the road of natural necessity much 
more beaten and serviceable than that of freedom for purposes of speculation, yet for 
purposes of action the footpath of freedom is the only one on which we can make use 
of reason in our conduct. Hence to argue freedom away is as impossible for the most 
abstruse philosophy as it is for the most ordinary human reason.(Kant 1948 (1785), p. 
IIQ

This view has been advanced more recently by Galen Strawson (1986). Strawson suggests that if 

not impossible, it is extremely difflcult to be a consistent Incompatibilist determinisL In saying this he 

points out that to hold certain beliefs is one thing, but to act by them, or in a way that is consistent with 

them, is something else again. Such inconsistency if true, would not necessarily render Incompatibilist 

determinism self-invalidating. The reason for the inconsistency might just be that human beings are so 

structured that they cannot but think of themselves as having to make decisions, and in thinking of 

themselves in that way, that they cannot experience themselves as determined/caused. Our being struc
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turally constrained to think of ourselves in this way would certainly not make it true that we have to 

make decisions. We might be living with an inescapable illusion. If this were the case, then no invali

dating inconsistency would arise from taking the reflective view that after all we do not really make 

decisions: any more than a belief that one's leg has been amputated would be invalidated by persistent 

sensations of pain in a phantom leg.

In what follows I will attempt to show that it is indeed true that people cannot experience deci

sions that involve real deliberation as caused, but that this is not because of any deep seated belief in 

Incompatibilist free will, and that nor is it inconsistent with belief in determinism.

I will also argue that Thomas Nagel’s claim (1979) that the subjective view of ourselves as doers 

and deciders cannot be incorporated within any objective account of actions, is mistaken: the subjective 

view of our doings is consistent with an objective causal view. Before embarking on any of that, 

however, I will attempt fîrst to frame a dilemma, which so far as I can tell has not been explicitly 

formulated before, but which has, I believe, in some unarticulated form, been an important source of 

resistance both to Compatibilism and to determinism.

A fatalist determinist dilemma

I am in a state of indecision. I want to decide whether to devote my energies towards bringing 

about some desirable state of affairs, whose realisation is in doubt. If determinism is true, then whether 

the desirable state of affairs comes to pass is predetermined, and in that sense the matter is already set

tled. I can therefore choose not to apply myself to bringing about the state of affairs, knowing that my 

choice was predetermined and therefore could not have been otherwise, or, I can choose to exert my

self, knowing, once again, that this has all been predetermined. Incompatibilist determinists have a 

ready answer to problems like this, which is that one has the illusion of freedom when one is confronted 

with a choice, but that one can see that the choice was unavoidable once it is made and reflected upon. 

But to say this is to fail to come fully to terms with the real force of the problem: acceptance of deter

minism does not merely commit one to accepting that past decisions were unavoidable, but also that the 

decision one is currently trying to make will be so, and is so.

The problem can be set out as follows:

43



I .1 desire state of affairs P.

2. a. P may come to pass; \  ̂‘

b. P may not come to pass.

3. My actions may make the realisation of P more likely.

4.1-3 provide me with sufficient motive to act to try to bring P about.

5.1-3 are all necessary conditions of that motive. *

6. All events, including all of my decisions and actions, are predetermined.

7. Therefore, the realisation or non-realisation of P is predetermined.

8. Therefore, either a. P must come to pass; or 
b. P cannot come to pass.

9. If 8a then 2 is false.

10. If 8b then 2 is false;

II. Therefore, 2 is false;

12. Therefore, if 6 is true, I have no motive to act to try to bring P about.

It seems that when making a decision we do not think of it as being predetermined. If the above 

argument accurately captures what is involved in both having sufficient motive to make a decision, and 

believing determinism to be true, then we think of our decisions as being undetermined and indeed must 

do so. Three possibilities suggest themselves; either a. there is a fallacious step involved in the agent’s 

reasoning as set out above; or b. we act under an illusion , or even delude ourselves, when making a 

decision; or c. another way, compatible with determinism, must be found of grasping what is involved 

in making a decision to try and bring something about.

The dilemma is, in a certain sense, a fatalistic one. It is fatalistic just in the sense that it seems to 

undermine one’s motive to act. For all that, it is different from two other familiar fatalisms: one easily

l.This might be contested on the grounds that 2 and 3 are not necessary conditions of my being 
motivated to act, since other considerations could take their place. I might, for example, come to the 
conclusion that a cause I support, although good and just, is hopeless; but still decide to act in support 
of it as a moral gesture. In that case, however, I could no longer genuinely describe myself as acting to 
try and realise the desired aims.
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dismissed, the other apparently less so. According to traditional fatalism whatever is fated to happen 

will happen no matter what else happens. That this is not only distinct from determinism but obviously 

contradicts it, scarcely needs rehearsing. Belief in it requires belief in contra-causal agencies of a super

natural sort. Few now believe such agencies to intervene in our affairs, or at least, which is perhaps 

more indicative, few behave as if they believe this. Since the fatalist dilemma set out above, arises from 

belief in determinism rather than supernatural agency, it is a different fatalism from that.

Logical fatalism holds of any event, that if it comes to pass in the future, its coming to pass will be 

a truth. But if the coming to pass of any event will be true when it happens, it must also be true now. If 

it rains tomorrow, it is true now that it will rain tomorrow. If it is raining now, it was true yesterday that 

it would do so. Again, the fatalist dilemma I have outlined is distinct from this, since it claims that the 

coming to pass of any future state of affairs is predetermined to happen by the current state of affairs 

together with the laws of nature. It is not that the truth now of the coming to pass of a future state of 

affairs arises from its coming to pass in the future, but rather that its coming to pass in the future will be 

an effect of what is happening now.

It may be that while the fatalist dilemma I have outlined is distinguishable from the two other 

fatalisms, it can be met by means of a reply that is sometimes urged against the first of them. It has 

been pointed out that the fact that what will happen has to happen, should not lead us to conclude that 

there is no point in doing anything, since what will happen inevitably will do so partly as a result of our 

actions. Determinism, it is urged, does not have the consequence that our actions will have no effect, 

but only that our actions, like everything else, will be determined to happen in the way they do. Just so. 

But this misses the force of the fatalist dilemma as set out above. What the argument does is not to 

suggest that one's actions will make no difference to what happens, but to undermine one's motivation 

to act by pointing out that something that is required for it is false. That something, as set out in step 2 

of the dilemma, is that the future state of affairs we desire may happen and may not happen.

An obvious objection to this is that step 2 has been wrongly formulated as a conjunction, whereas 

it ought to be rendered as an exclusive disjunction, by substituting ‘or' for ‘and' between 2a and 2b. 

This would be appropriate if the word ‘will' were substituted for the word ‘may' in 2a and 2b. What 

that would also do, however, would be to alter the senses of 2a and 2b, such that they could no longer 

play any part in providing the agent with a motive to act to bring P about. If I desire that something
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should come to pass, and am deliberating about whether to try to help bring it about, then the necessary 

truth that it will either happen or will not happen can make no difference to my deliberations.

Another objection would be that 2 can be read epistemically as meaning only that the speaker does 

not know which of the two possibilities will come to pass. In that case 9 and 10, which claim an incon

sistency between 8 and 2, would not follow, since 8 is an ontological claim, whereas 2 would be epis- 

temic. This reading of 2 could not, however, form part of the agent’s motive to act to bring about P. 

Knowing that it is already settled whether P will come to pass, but lacking the knowledge of which way 

it is settled would provide no reason to act to try to bring it about that P. To have the motive to bring P 

about, the agent must believe that her efforts will make a difference to an outcome that is uncertain.

This dilemma, as I have said, seems to me to capture an important and rarely examined conse

quence of determinism. It will be a measure of the account of the experience of deliberation and free 

action that I will advance in this chapter, whether it enables a satisfactory resolution of the dilemma.

Why Galen Strawson thinks that we cannot consistently believe in determinism

while one’s attempts to grasp the consequences of determinism fully may succeed in 
bursts, they will in the longer term always break up on one’s rock-hard commitment to 
a self-conception which is wholly incompatible with fully fledged continually applied 
belief in determinism.(G. Strawson 1986, p. 97)

Strawson makes two claims here: that we have a self-conception that is incompatible, at a deep 

level, with determinism; and that this self-conception is so enduring as to make it impossible that we 

should give it up in favour of belief in determinism.

This self-conception is one in which each of us sees it as ’truly up to us’, in the Incompatibilist 

sense, what we do and decide. Strawson also claims that this conception involves not being able to 

experience one’s choices, especially one’s difficult choices, as determined. These claims may seem to 

come to the same thing (and that appears to be Strawson’s view); but there is one important sense in 

which they do not. If we take ’determined’ to mean ’caused’, rather than ’not truly up to us’ in the 

Incompatibilist sense, then one’s inability to experience one’s difficult choices as determined can be 

explained as compatible with belief in determinism.
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In what follows I will show that whatever a ‘fully fledged continually applied belief in determin

ism* may be, it does not include anything that is incompatible with an agent’s conception of herself as 

actor and decider.

How we experience causation

In ‘On the logical indeterminacy of a free choice* (Mackay 1960), Mackay argues that an agent 

A’s future behaviour is logically indeterminate for him. He accepts the consequence of determinism that 

an observer B who is fully informed about the brain processes of A, and any environmental factors that 

will affect him, could know the outcome of A*s choices before he made them, but disagrees that the A’s 

lack of ability to predict his own choices is owed to his lacking the information that B possesses. If 

proposition /* is a secret prediction based on B’s knowledge of A’s brain processes, then P will be true 

only on condition that it is not revealed to A, since if P were made known to A that would affect his 

brain processes and, thus, the description of A’s brain processes on which it is based would no longer 

hold. Therefore, while P may express a truth for B it can only do so if it is not revealed to A, and it can 

never express a truth for A. In other words P is logically incredible for A. MacKay sees this as similar 

to Einstein’s discovery that if it is time t for two points in space, this is not universally true, but relative 

to a specific inertial reference frame. Likewise the validity of any description of an agent’s brain proc

esses at a particular time is relative to the person who believes it.'

It is established then, that it is logically impossible for a person to predict her own behaviour. 

Given that conditional predictability is a logical consequence of determinism does it not follow by 

modus tollens, that one cannot know oneself to be determined/caused? It does not, since there are other 

ways in which a person can come to know herself to be determined. She may be said to know this, for 

example, by having it on the reliable testimony of experts in the field. She may know it in a stronger 

sense, because she has been given read outs of her brain states correlated with expected behaviour

l.That the revealing of the information possessed by the observer to the agent would invalidate it, 
and, therefore, any prediction based on it, might appear to invite comparisons with quantum physics, in 
which the influence of the observer is also taken to be significant. The similarity is superficial, howev
er, since in the case we have been considering it is possible for B to refrain from affecting A.
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types. It is conceivable, therefore, that a person may know herself to be determined. She can not know 

herself, however, as determined.

Does this also render it inconceivable for an agent that she is caused to act and decide as she does? 

To answer this W  must turn our attention to what it means to say that one thing causes another. To 

understand the meaning of ^causation*, according to Hume, we should direct our attention to how we 

experience cause/effect relationships. His argument is that we cannot mean more by saying that one 

thing 'causes* another, than we can point to in experience. What Hume takes that experience to consist 

in is that event types are repeatedly and invariably related by contiguity and temporal succession. 

Having experienced the regular repetition of certain event types being succeeded by certain other con

tiguous event types, we come to habitually associate the two, so that whenever we experience the cause 

we habitually expect the effect to follow.

The claim that contiguity is part of what we mean when we say that one event caused another is 

dubious (cf. Ayer 1982). A more serious flaw in Hume’s account, however, and as his critics from Reid 

onwards have pointed out, is that it allows many things to stand in relationships of cause and effect to 

one another that ought not to be so allowed, for instance, infamously, night and day.

Honderich has tried to meet this objection with a more exacting description of what is meant by 

causation. He defrnes the causal circumstance cc for an effect g, as no more and no less than the set of 

conditions that are sufficient for that effect, such that if cc had not occurred, nor any alternative causal 

circumstance sufficient for e, then

even if any change x had occurred logically consistent with that and with g’s absence, e 
would not have happened. If none of cc’ or cc” or... existed, then if e happened, cc 
would still have existed even if any change x had occurred consistent with e and 
cc.(Honderich 1988, p. 29)

This rules out night forming part of a causal circumstance for day, and vice versa, since in that 

case, other things that are logically consistent with either of them, like the explosion of the sun, or the 

cessation of the Earth’s rotation on its axis, could intervene to thwart the expected effect It also seems 

to capture all we should want to say about what we mean when we describe events as ‘cause’ and 

‘effect’; and in respect of the experience of causation Hume’s analysis is largely retain^, i.e. that what
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we experience as cause and effect is certain event types standing in unvarying relationships to certain 

other event types, or that we have reason to believe that the relationships are unvarying.

Hume’s claim that the habitual expectation that a cause be followed by its usual effect is part of 

the experience of causation, is left out of Honderich’s account of it.̂  It can be allowed, however, that 

the expectation of familiar effects, consequent on the experience of familiar causes, is an accompanying 

experience to most everyday experiences of causation, and might be claimed to form part of the experi

ence of causation in a wider sense.

It is not claimed here that the experience of causation takes in the whole of any causal circum

stance required to produce a particular effect, just that when we identify something as being a cause of a 

particular effect we do so on the assumption that the other elements in a causal circumstance are usually 

in position. If we lived in an environment without oxygen for instance, we could not refer to striking of 

matches as a cause of their igniting.

It may be objected that we sometimes speak of causes in a looser sense than this. It seems unob

jectionable, for instance, that historians identify items in the past as ’causes’ of features of the present 

state of affairs. Their doing so is consistent with the thought that had other things been different, then 

even if those causes had happened just as they did, the claimed ’effects’ in the here and now might not 

have happened. In that case, however, these past causes would not have been ‘causes’. What enables 

them properly to be called ‘causes’ of their actual present day effects, is precisely that their present day 

effects occurred, and since those effects only took place in virtue of the occurrence of all of the an

tecedents that were sufficient to produce them, then what enables the historians’ ‘causes’ properly to be 

so called is the occurrence of whatever other conditions were required to produce these actual effects. 

In other words we can only intelligibly refer to these causes as ‘causes’ on the assumption that they 

formed part of a causal circumstance without which their effects might not have occurred.

Another objection would be that we do not always experience cause and effect relationships as 

invariant. A child who grasps a hot poker does not need to have the experience repeated to appreciate 

the relationship between grasping the poker and feeling pain as one between cause and effect. In that

1 .Rightly so, since some cause/effect relationships we experience are, in a sense, novel, e.g. the 
results of path breaking experiments.
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case, however, the child will not have an occurrent experience of grasping the poker as causing her 

pain, but rather two distinct experiences which she will reflectively judge to be related as cause and 

effect.

Why we cannot experience difficult decisions as caused

If this is what is meant by ‘causation*, and if this is how we experience it, is it possible for an 

agent to experience this in respect of her actions and decisions? When it comes to ourselves we expect 

to carry out particular acts not because we have experienced acts of those sorts always to follow from 

particular brain states, but because they are what we have wanted to do, or what we have decided to do, 

and because we have foreseen no likely obstacles to carrying them out. It might be argued that although 

this is the way with folk psychology, it could come to be replaced by our having a clearer picture of the 

significant contents of our brain states and the way that each brain state type is tied invariably to specif

ic types of consequential acts, MacKay’s argument is that even if we did come to have much more 

accurate and detailed picture of our brain states and their consequences, we could never, in any particu

lar instance, have the experience of an habitually expected decision following from the brain state we 

have at the moment we are entertaining the expectation. We could never experience this because the 

moment we became apprised of a reading or a statement of our brain state, and identified it as a particu

lar type, or conjuncture of types, it would have ceased to be a true description.

Taking Mackay’s arguments together with Honderich’s analysis of causation this seems to rule out 

as inconceivable, our being able to experience our decisions as caused. Since causation involves event 

types being experienced as leading invariably to certain effects, mental causation must consist of 

brain/mental states (as well as stimuli) being invariably succeeded by other brain/mental states or 

manifest behaviour. An agent could never experience such a thing in respect of her own decisions 

because she could never get a clear picture of the cause of her decision before she makes it. Whatever 

decision we might make, we could not experience it as an effect, because we would not have a clear 

experience of its cause. Neither could we develop Hume’s expectation, when confronted with a particu

lar type of cause, of it being followed by the usual type of effect, since, in not knowing the cause in any 

instance, we would never know what effect to expect. Even if a decision were to be more or less in line
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with a prediction that had been made about it, for all the agent can know it could have followed from a 

different cause to that which had licensed the prediction (e.g. an unconscious desire to make the predic

tion true). It would seem, therefore, to be inconceivable that an agent should experience her 

brain/mental states, or any part of them, as causing her subsequent decisions.

Against this it might be argued, that we can experience our actions and decisions as caused, and 

often do. Those who follow Hume in believing not only that freedom and moral responsibility are 

compatible with determinism, but that they positively require it (cf. Hume 1978 (1739), pp. 410-412, 

Hobart 1966, and Foot 1966), may claim that actions and decisions are sometimes caused by stable 

virtues of character and experienced as such.^ Let us examine this claim more closely. Suppose, for 

example, that a person holding public office is regularly offered bribes, which she unfailingly refuses. 

She may feel content that her character is of such firm and incorruptible stuff that she will always 

refuse a bribe. Is the unvarying nature of her responses and her confidence in their continuation, enough 

for her to experience her refusals as caused? If they were, what would she experience her refusals as 

caused by? There is a regular relationship between the circumstance of her being enticed and her refus

ing, but if her refusals were caused by the circumstances of her being offered bribes they would fail to 

count as actions. Those who argue that freedom and moral responsibility positively require determin

ism, as I understand it, think of free actions and decision for which we are morally responsible as those 

which are caused by character rather than external stimulus.

Say instead that she experiences her refusals as regularly following, not only the attempted bribe, 

but this coupled with her strong conviction that bribes should not be accepted. If this conviction were so 

strong that she could not resist it no matter how much she might want to, then she could not experience 

her refusal as a decision. If on the other hand, she experiences a real struggle whenever she is offered a 

bribe, even though she has always eventually refused, then, logically, just in so far as it is a struggle, 

she experiences it as a possibility that she will accept the bribe, and cannot experience her strong con

viction as a cause of her refusal to accept the bribe.

On the other hand, perhaps she never experiences inner opposition to her strong conviction. It

I.This argument was put to me by Danny Golds tick.
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would not do to object to this that since she cannot inspect her brain states, she can never know for sure 

that her strong conviction and not something else is the cause of her refusal, or to object, for the same 

reason, that she could not know for sure that her refusal would actually take place. We never know this 

much about many every day causes: instead, we assume, as I have already argued, that the usual stand

ing conditions are in place and that things are as they seem. Here I think it could be claimed that she 

might experience her refusal as caused.^

In a case like this, however, and as Hume and others have argued, her experience of her decision 

as caused would not be experienced as a limitation on freedom. Her conviction against taking bribes 

might form a strong strand in her sense of self. What could conflict with that would be if she had expe

rienced the acquiring of her conviction as caused, but since such virtues are acquired over time, and in 

the course of experiencing and doing many other things, this would be unlikely.

The example does introduce a qualification to MacKay’s argument Mackay assumes that a predic

tion of an agent would be based on the agent’s entire brain/mental state. In fact a prediction could be 

based on only part of a brainAnental state; particularly if it were known that certain changes in the total 

brain/mental state could not affect the part of it on which the prediction is based. Thus if we knew that 

the official’s determination to refuse bribes would be unaffected by revealing our prediction that she 

would refuse a bribe, the prediction would not be rendered invalid by revealing it to her.

It is not this type of case, however, that Strawson has in mind. He speaks instead of dijficult and 

painful choices as ‘the central fact of the phenomenology of freedom’(Strawson 1986, p. 70): choices 

that involve a genuine struggle in reaching a decision, cannot, for the reasons I have given, be experi

enced as caused.

Again, an agent could, in principle, come to see retrospectively that her difficult decisions were 

caused, by means of read-outs and by identifying the brain/mental states concerned, but she could never 

experience that as it happens ‘within her’, since she could never accurately match up a brain/mental 

state, as she experiences it, to any type previously identified.

It might be argued that if it were possible to base a prediction on part of a brain/mental state so

1.Although there might be other reasons to deny this, which are discussed in chapter 7.
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long as it were known that changes to the rest of the mental state would not affect it, then this could 

apply just as much to difficult decisions as those that follow unvaryingly from strength of character. 

Could it not be determined that although a person experiences real struggle and uncertainty in coming 

to a decision, revealing the predicted outcome of her deliberations would not affect them, and therefore 

that she would experience the occurrent causes of her predicted decision as causes?

Some decisions are difHcult just in the sense that they involve doing something unsavoury or 

committing oneself to doing such a thing. It is not decisions that are difficult in that sense which I now 

have in mind. A person could face that sort of diffîcult decision and know from the start what her deci

sion would have to be. The sort of difficult decision I am considering is one in which there is real uncer

tainty about what to do and real difficulty in arriving at a definite decision. The reasons for such diffi

culty and uncertainty will be that of having strong considerations both for and against the course of 

action one is attempting to make a decision about. If the opposed considerations are fairly evenly 

matched - which they must be in order for there to be uncertainty and struggle - then whatever tips the 

balance between them is going to be a fairly small consideration by comparison. If there are two strong 

and evenly matched sets of contending considerations, then whatever it is that tilts the balance between 

them, whether that be an additional consideration or some particular feature of one of the sets of con

siderations, will in that case be the cause of the decision. If a prediction were to be made of a decision 

like this, and its cause, and revealed to the agent who is struggling to make the decision, then it would 

be made clear for her what a minor matter would be the cause of her predicted decision. In that case we 

would have no reason to suppose that part of the brain/mental state on which the prediction is based 

would be unaffected by revealing it to the agent. An agent who faces real struggle and uncertainty in 

making a decision would be especially sensitive to considerations about whether she will decide for the 

right reasons. To see the insubstantiality or capriciousness of the cause that is taken to be decisive in the 

prediction, and to compare it to the daunting weight of the opposed considerations that make it difficult 

to decide, would necessarily raise doubts and questions about its appropriateness as a cause of one’s 

decision.

Another objection might be that just as we experience our actions and decisions in a different way 

from our experiences of other things, so we may also have a special experience of causation in respect 

of our actions and decisions. We get to know things through a variety of media. I look through a
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window to see that it is raining. I hear over the radio that the prime minister has resigned. An accelerat

ed heart beat and a tightness in the stomach makes me aware of a feeling of anxiousness. I realise that I 

will have to put off a purchase of some desirable item until later than I had planned, because I have 

calculated that given expected income and expenditure my funds are insufficient. What all these things 

have in common is that the knowledge we get, is got by it registering with us through some means, 

whether those be our senses or through reasonings. Things are otherwise with acts and decisions. One’s 

knowledge of them is immediate and intuitive, and not something that has to be seen, felt or worked out 

(cf. chapter 7). One can, it is true, have it ‘reported* by the senses that an attempted act has been unsuc

cessful. I might try to write, for instance, only to discover that my hand is too numb from cold. Con

versely it must also be true that I discover that an action has been successful. That an action is an ac

tion, however, rather than, for instance, a movement caused by an implant in the motor centre and 

controlled by radio signals emitted by direction of an alien intelligence, is something I experience 

immediately rather than by means of my senses or reasoning. Is it conceivable that something like this, 

or related to this, could also be true of mental causation?

Leaving aside the questionable use of ‘experience’, the analogy does not stand up. Certainly there 

are competing views of causation to Honderich’s account discussed above, but any account of causa

tion, if it is to be an account of causation, must take uncontested everyday examples of causation such 

as striking matches invariably catching fîre, glass invariably shattering on impact, colliding billiard 

balls moving in predictable directions, and so on, as constraining what can be meant by ‘causation’.

Some philosophers have wanted to suggest that for something to be a cause it is enough that it is 

required for its effect, or that it is enough for its effect (cf. Honderich 1988, pp. 60-63), where this is 

consistent with the effect not happening. Certainly people are happy to speak of cause in a more proba

bilistic way than the strict account, knowing well enough that matches do not always catch fire when 

you strike them, and that footballs do not always break windows when they collide with them. At least 

this much is required, however: that the effect has usually followed the cause, or has done so more 

often than not. If it were claimed that when a particular cause occurs the effect is just as likely not to 

occur, that when the cause has occurred sometimes the effect has followed but sometimes a different 

thing has happened; then in that case it cannot meaningfully be claimed that the thing in question has
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caused what has been called its effect}

As to causation in the probabilistic sense, this is something, just like causation in the stricter 

sense, that we could not experience in respect of difficult decisions. In fact causation in this sense does 

not differ substantially from the strict account. It is assumed in such cases, as I have argued, that the 

cause will be succeeded by the effect provided that other causally relevant conditions that are usually in 

position, are operative. If there is a possibility that given the occurrence of the cause, the effect might 

not happen, to continue meaningfully to speak of this as * causing* the effect we would be bound to 

ascribe the non-occurrence of the effect as resulting from the absence of another causally relevant factor 

such as a standing condition, for instance, in the case of striking matches, that there was insufficient 

oxygen to allow ignition. Recalling MacKay’s arguments we can say that in respect of actions and 

decisions as the effects of brain/mental causes there is a negative causally relevant condition (i.e. 

something whose absence is necessary for the occurrence of the effect) that is crucially required: that an 

agent should not know the occurrent cause as a cause (where the occurrent cause may be just one item 

rather than a whole causal circumstance). Thus an agent cannot even know her own actions and deci

sions to be caused in a probabilistic sense, since this is logically incompatible with the fulfilment of a 

causally relevant condition, without which the occurrent cause cannot meaningfully be referred to as a 

cause.

Allowing all this, it might still be pressed, I suppose, that it remains conceivable that there be a 

special experience of causation that applies only to acts and decisions. Whatever such an experience 

might be, however, it would have to be so different to what we standardly have in mind when we speak 

of ‘causation*, as to bear no relation to it. As such it would also have no bearing on the present discus

sion.

l.If we were to accept that this is what is meant by ‘causation’, then it would be conceivable that 
an agent could experience her actions and decisions as ‘caused*. She could know of a particular item in 
her mental state, Üiat in the past it had sometimes been succeeded by a particular type of action; and if 
she experienced that particular item as occurrent in her mental state, and went on to carry out the action 
that sometimes followed, then she might, if she understood ‘causation* in this sense, understand herself 
to have experienced being caused to act But how she would distinguish among experiences of just any 
mental item being succeeded by just any act or decision or other mental item, between those experi
ences that were experiences of causation and those that were not, is difficult to tell.
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How deep is your metaphysics? or Why our inability to experience some of our decisions as 

caused does not make it impossible for us to have a fully fledged continually applied belief in deter

minism'

Having established that it is inconceivable that any agent should experience her actions and deci

sions as caused, does this bear out the claims of Strawson? It does, in so far as he has claimed that as 

actors and deciders, at least where difficult decisions are concerned, we cannot experience ourselves as 

caused. But Strawson has claimed more than this. He has contended that in acting and deciding an 

agent acts on an implicit belief that her actions and decisions are uncaused, i.e. that she is 'free* in the 

Incompatibilist sense, and that to continue to have and to act on such an implicit belief is inconsistent 

with belief in determinism. The real reason that an agent cannot experience her difficult decisions as 

caused, however, is that identifîcations of certain brain/mental states, or parts of them, as causes of her 

difficult decisions, necessarily cannot be true for her. As such that we do not experience ourselves as 

caused to decide what we do arises from a limitation on what we can know that renders it logically ‘up 

to us* to decide, rather than there being a positive requirement of action (or an accompanying belief of 

action) that we implicitly believe in uncaused choice.^

Strawson suggests that to see how things would really look if we were to take determinism seri

ously we can carry out a thought experiment involving

the rigorous application of the belief in determinism to the present course of one's life:

l.In fact Strawson appears at one point to recognise this, when he says of a choice facing a person:

Suppose that the choice is a very difficult and painful one. What may oppress him most 
is precisely his (seeming) knowledge that he cannot escape the choice or his absolute 
freedom with regard to it: it is his to make and he must make it.

This is the heart of freedom as an ‘experiential fact'. It is the central fact of the pheno
menology of freedom. It is above all the (frequent) occurrence in our everyday lives of 
situations essentially like this one that makes it seem so impossible that we should ever 
cease to believe that we are firee.(Strawson 1986, p. 70)

From his suggestion that the knowledge of the inescapability of the choice is only ‘seeming’, 
however, it is clear that Strawson fails to see how things really stand, which is that the inescapability of 
the choice is, for the agent concerned, a logical necessity.
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one does one’s best to think rapidly of every smallest action one performs or movement 
one makes - or indeed everything whatsoever that happens, so far as one is oneself 
concerned - as determined; as not, ultimately, determined by oneself; this for a minute 
or two, say.(Strawson 1986, p. 96)

Taking 'ultimately, determined by oneself as meaning ‘determined by oneself in the Incompatibi

list sense’, would what he suggests give a clearer picture of the consequences of determinism for one’s 

conception of oneself as actor and decider? Certainly what it would not give us is a means to experienc

ing our difficult decisions as caused, for reasons that are now established. What it would involve, 

presumably, would be thinking back to every smallest action one performs or decision one makes and 

adding to oneself ‘and that was caused to happen by my earlier brain/mental state (together with exter

nal stimuli), and had to happen that way*: an exercise that could hardly fail to produce more gloom than 

illumination. At any rate, it would not give us a clearer picture of the consequences of determinism, 

because it misses out something of great importance about the way we decide. Strawson’s claim that 

determinists have beliefs about themselves as actors and deciders that are incompatible with belief in 

determinism, comes of not seeing that our inability to experience some decisions as caused is inelimi- 

nable from mechanism by which those decisions are caused. To refuse to engage in the way of thinking 

envisaged in Strawson’s thought experiment, therefore, is not only consistent with belief in determin

ism, to go along with it would be to misperceive the way in which one’s decisions are determined.

This is not to say that people do not believe in uncaused choice; just that the belief is not one that 

is implicit in actions and decisions or that it necessarily accompanies them. Strawson’s claims suggest 

that metaphysical assumptions or beliefs about freedom are embedded at a deeper level than is really 

the case. Not experiencing decisions as caused might lead people, if asked about it, to conclude that 

they have Incompatibilist free will; but they might not have the belief before the inference, and they 

might not make the inference without being asked. The belief, for those who have it, is far from as 

entrenched as Strawson (and Honderich) suggests.

In conclusion, the reason that it is inconceivable for us to experience some of our decisions as 

caused is entirely consonant with determinism. A determinist need not be committed to believing what 

Strawson wishes to ascribe to her - that she should doggedly regard her every action and decision as 

caused - since she can know that anyone who is caused to act and decide is nevertheless and at the same 

time, logically constrained to make her own actions and decisions.
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Nagel and the view from without

That we are constrained to make our own decisions, which we do not experience as caused to 

happen, is also illuminating in respect of similar (though different) claim of a gulf between our beliefs 

about ourselves and the way things really are, which is made by Nagel. He suggests that the thought of 

determinism brings to our attention that actions are events; but any depiction of an action as an event, 

caused or uncaused, is incompatible with the internal view the agent has of herself as doing it.

the problem is not that the idea of agency clashes with this or that particular conception 
of what happens in action, viewed externally as a type of event. It is not predictability 
that creates the problem, for I make many choices and do many things that are com
pletely predictable. It is just that when I pick the shiny apple instead of the rotten one, it 
is my doing - and there is no room for this in an external account of the event, determin
istic or not. The real problem stems from a clash between the view of action from 
inside and any view of it from outside. Any external view of an act as something that 
happens, with or without causal antecedents, seems to omit the doing of it.(1979, pp. 
198-199)

Keeping in mind what we know now, howev^, we can say that with decisions at any rate, we are 

constrained to make them, and for reasons that are perfectly objective, or 'external', (to use Nagel’s 

terminology). The ‘internal’ experience of having to make decisions is not only compatible with their 

status as events, but is also accounted for by the ‘external’ explanation of them. A similar objection to 

Nagel’s is made by Chisholm(1976 and 1978), and not entirely accounted for by this reply. More will 

be said of that and the compatibility of our conception of agency with the explanations of our doings as 

events, in chapter 9.

Resolution of the fatalist dilemma

It is now possible to resolve the fatalist dilemma set out at the beginning of the chapter, in which 

the thought that everything that will come to pass is already predetermined to happen, was seen to 

undermine the necessary motivating belief an agent must have, that a state of affairs she desires to bring 

about, may and may not happen. Here is the dilemma again:
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I . 1 desire state of affairs P.

2. a. P may come to pass; and 

b. P may not come to pass.

3. My actions may make the realisation of P more likely.

4.1-3 provide me with sufficient motive to act to try to bring P about.

5.1-3 are all necessary conditions of that motive.^

6. All events, including all of my decisions and actions, are predetermined.

7. Therefore, the realisation or non-realisation of P is predetermined.

8. Therefore, either a. P must come to pass; or > 
b. P cannot come to pass.

9. If 8a then 2 is false.

10. If 8b then 2 is false;

II. Therefore, 2 is false;

12. Therefore, if 6 is true, I have no motive to act to try to bring P about.

The fallacious step in the argument is the move from 8 to 9 and 10. Recall Mackay’s argument, 

that a statement of an agent’s brain or mental state, which taken together with knowledge of any laws 

governing their behaviour will licence valid predictions of their behaviour, can only be true for an 

observer who does not report what they know to the agent, and that it must always be logically false for 

the agent The major contribution of Mackay’s argument to thinking through the consequences of 

determinism, lies in his having shown that in considering the validity of predictions and prediction 

licensing statements one must take into account not only the statement itself, but who it is that knows it. 

Such statements are not true and false in themselves, but relative to who holds them to be true.

It is a consequence of what Mackay has demonstrated that statements of the form of 8a and 8b can

l.This might be contested on the grounds that 2 and 3 are not necessary conditions of my being 
motivated to act, since other considerations could take their place. I might, for example, come to the 
conclusion that a cause I support, although good and just, is hopeless; but still decide to act in support 
of it as a moral gesture. In that case, however, I could no longer genuinely describe myself as acting to 
try and realise the desired aims.
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only be true for those whose deliberations and choices will play no part in what they describe, i.e. either 

the coming to pass or the not coming to pass of state of affairs P. Or, rather, they can be spoken truly, 

but only in a manner of speaking in which the logical status of the claim is such that a universal point of 

view is adopted, i.e. in which one disregards any position one may have as actor and decider in bringing 

about a the state of affairs. One logically adopts a different relational position when one considers one's 

own actions and their likely consequences. In that mode, so to speak, statements of the form of 8a and 

8b cannot truly be asserted, since they make claims whose truth would depend on descriptions of the 

states of one's brain/mind, and such statements could never, for the reasons Mackay sets out, be true for 

the person making the claim. That they would depend for their truth on statements of the speaker's 

brain/mental state, follows from the fact that the inevitability of the state of affairs that is claimed will 

be caused to happen by an earlier state of affairs that includes that brain or mental state.

The fallacy of the inference from 8 to 9 and 10 consists in the move from statements whose logi

cal status is such that they could only truly be uttered either by someone with no part to play in trying to 

bring about the state of affairs to which they refer, or by the speaker disregarding her own part in bring

ing about that state of affairs, to the denial of statements that could not truly be uttered by someone who 

is trying to bring about the state of affairs^ The statements, as they stand, are logically incommensura

ble, and therefore nothing can be inferred about the truth status of the one from the other.

In deliberating or attempting to decide, therefore, determinism need not be a consideration. Where 

it may be taken into account, would be, indirectly, if one were deliberating about a matter for which 

determinism does or may have consequences, such as whether to punish someone, or the justifiability of 

punishing anyone. Otherwise for making decisions or choices, determinism has no consequences. We 

have no choice but to choose freely.

l.If the statement were read epistemically as merely referring to the speaker's ignorance of what 
will come to pass in the future, it could be truly asserted by someone whose decisions and actions 
would not be causally required to bring about the state of affairs. But this is not the %nse in which it is 
asserted in the fatalist dilemma.
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4

EPICURUS

The Epicurean tradition

In this chapter I examine a more specific issue about the consequences of determinism than those 

considered in the last three chapters. This putative consequence of determinism moreover, is not one 

that directly threatens entrenched notions that we are free selves or free agents, but, rather, the belief 

that we can know anything. Some among us might find this more disturbing than threats to our concep

tions of agency: most, I suspect, would not. There is, however, a feature of the Epicurean objection to 

determinism that it shares with Incompatibilist claims about determinism and reductibnism about self, 

which is that it strikes against a conception of an active, efficacious and unified centre - here considered 

as knower rather than as self or agent -, and sets us adrift and rudderless in a directionless and disparate 

chain of natural events. For that reason the Epicurean objection, and the tradition of argument that is 

associated with it, merits specific consideration.

The Epicurean tradition has it that belief in determinism cannot be rationally affirmed, or its 

opposite rationally denied. Epicurus himself claims that:

The man who says that all things come to pass by necessity cannot criticise one who 
denies that all things come to pass by necessity; for he admits that this too happens of 
necessity.(Epicurus 1926,113)

The argument claims an inconsistency between belief in determinism on the one hand, and criticis

ing indeterminism on the other, on the grounds that the former undermines the latter. Since affirmation 

of determinism is logically equivalent to denial of indeterminism it follows that if indeterminism cannot 

validly be denied, determinism cannot validly be affirmed. Belief in determinism, therefore, would also 

undermine the determinist's affirmation of it; and all this follows, supposedly, because determinists
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must admit that the indeterminist’s denial of determinism comes to pass by necessity. The claimed 

necessity of the denial, however, can be taken in different ways. It might for example, be read as sug

gesting that indeterminists have no choice but to deny determinism, in the sense of their being incapa

ble of anything other than denial, regardless of any argument or evidence that might be put to them. It 

would not follow from that, however, either that indeterminism could not be validly denied or that 

determinism could not be validly affirmed, only that it would be inconsistent to criticise an indetermin- 

ist for believing what we think them incapable of disbelieving. Determinists, however, must also take 

their own beliefs to be necessitated in the same way as any other beliefs. If this is what Epicurus has in 

mind, then his conclusion would follow: a determinist could not conGdently assert a belief while at the 

same time believing it not to be based on sound evidence or good reasons, but instead to a complete 

inability not to believe it, in the face of any evidence to the contrary.

However, the determinist belief in the causation of mental events and bodily actions does not 

imply or warrant such a reading of the claim that the indeterminist’s denial of determinism comes to 

pass of necessity, or the causation of any beliefs. Nor would any determinist be likely to assert this, 

since it involves a denial of any efficacy to argument and evidence on the holding of beliefs, which 

would be absurd.

The Epicurean objection might though, be taken to be saying something like this: 'If you claim 

that determinism is true you must accept the consequence that you necessarily believe it to be true, and, 

this being the case, you can have no confidence in the belief since you could not have believed other

wise.’ But why should my incapacity to have believed differently, where this is not an incapacity in the 

face of reasons and evidence of the sort that has just been dismissed, prevent my having confidence in a 

belief? If I am possessed just now of a belief that I am typing into a personal computer, my inability to 

believe otherwise seems if anything more to give grounds for satisfaction than to be a source of worry 

about the veracity of the belief. (Of course it is conceivable that the belief is false: it might turn out that 

I am a brain in a vat, or something of the sort. But this possibility is not one that is owed to determin

ism.)

A useful distinction made by Honderich, between what he calls ‘active’ and ‘passive’ mental 

events, may help to clarify matters here; where the former includes’attending, questioning, inquiring, 

speculating, judging, trying to prove, making up our minds’(/W ., p. 412). What they would not in-
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elude, would be the mere registering of sense data, if such registering is not owed to any deliberate 

actions. Active mental events enable us to check our beliefs and, where necessary, to correct or abandon 

them. They can form part of what we may take to be the good reasons for our beliefs, and they permit 

us to say that our beliefs are owed to good reasons. It is beliefs that are owed to active mental events, 

according to Honderich, that are threatened by determinism.

Now if a someone has a belief, especially a firm belief, they will often take themselves to have . 

good reasons for it (where ‘good reasons’ is taken to include the evidence of one’s senses, and logical 

axioms and first principles, i.e. reasons for which a person might not be able to give further reasons), 

that their having of the belief is owed to those good reasons, and that it is rational, in the light of those 

good reasons, to have it. According to the interpretation of Epicurus’s objection we are now consider

ing, however, determinists can make no such claim because they are committed to the thesis that they 

have their beliefs, not for good reasons, but because they have been caused to have them.

But here again, why should we take the having of good reasons for beliefs to be incompatible with 

their being caused? Grilnbaum suggests that the supposed incompatibility rests on a confusion:

it is first pointed out rightly that determinism implies a causal determination of its own 
acceptance by its defenders. Then it is further maintained, however, that since the 
determinist could not, by his own theory, help accepting determinism under the given 
conditions, he can have no confidence in its truth ... that the determinist’s acceptance of 
his own doctrine was forced upon him ... The proponent of this argument is gratuitously 
invoking the view that if our beliefs have causes, these causes force the beliefs in 
question upon us, against our better judgment, as it were ... this argument is another 
case of confusing causation with compulsion.(GTunha\im 1971, p. 309)

It is possible that one could be compelled to believe something by hypnosis, or by neurosurgery, 

and some indeterminists may have wanted to say that if determinism is true then it is just as if we have 

been hypnotised or neurologically manipulated. The intent of this claim, however, has usually been 

evaluative rather than epistemological: in other words that to be completely determined would be no 

better than to be hypnotised or neurologically manipulated. Any claim that being determined would 

place us, wholly or partly, in the epistemological position of someone who is hypnotised or neurologi

cally manipulated, would, without further explanation, be just another way of claiming that we can have 

no confidence in our beliefs if determinism is true, i.e. within the context of the present discussion, it 

would beg the question.
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At any rate, neurological manipulation or hypnosis would not force beliefs on a person against 

their better judgment, in Griinbaum’s sense. To be forced to believe something in this sense would be a 

different matter entirely. Indeterminists might well reply that they are not confused in the way that 

Grilnbaum suggests, and, indeed, that it is difficult to imagine how they could be. How, for example, 

could anyone be forced against their better Judgment to believe that it is raining?^ And how are we to 

imagine that a person could be forced to believe that it is raining when they can see that it is not? 

Confusion of causation with compulsion of belief would seem to be a diffîcult accomplishment

Given that determinism does not have the implication that beliefs are forced on us, and, probably, 

that no one ever believed that it did anyway, it is still far from clear why we should believe that there is 

any incompatibility between the causation of mental events and having confldence in beliefs.

A more plausible argument for confusion in the Epicurean position would be that it takes the 

causation of beliefs to involve something other than having good reasons for them: that our beliefs 

would be owed to reasons other than those we took them to be owed to. Such a thought is expressed by 

Montaigne

If nature enclose within the bounds of her ordinary progress, as well as all other things, 
the beliefs, judgments, and opinions of men: if they have their revolution, their season, 
their birth and death, like cabbages; if the heavens agitate and rule them at their pleas
ure, what magisterial and permanent authority are we to attribute to them? (Montaigne 
1913 (1580),p.285)

This does seem to be one sort of thing that might give cause for alarm about the causation of be

liefs, and which the Epicurean objection could give expression to. But it gives no reason for us to think 

that causation of beliefs in general is incompatible with having good reasons for them: only that inap

propriate causes are so.

So far then, the Epicurean argument is uncompelling. The same is true of some other versions of 

it, including a modem variant proposed by Boyle, Grisez and Tollefsen (1976), who argue that all ra

tional affirmations of belief are governed by ‘rationality norms’, whose conditions must be fulfilled if a

l.This was pointed out to me by Ted Honderich.
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belief is to be rationally affirmed. Beliefs in determinism or indeterminism are not forced on us by 

logical necessity or sensory evidence - they are the sorts of beliefs for which there may be good rea

sons, but which it is possible either to believe in or not Thus to affirm beliefs like these brings a ration

ality norm into play that requires that good reason be given for them - that one must agree that it is 

reasonable to have them - but that it is possible not to believe them, i.e. that belief or disbelief must be 

'open' choices. As denial of free choice in the uncaused sense has the consequence that the choice of 

belief cannot be open, one cannot, without contradiction, afOrm such a denial, or any belief that has 

such a denial as a consequence, such as determinism.

We may accept that the rationality norm specified is in place when determinism is afOrmed, but 

the argument’s proponents trade on an ambiguity in the use of the word ‘open’. The argument is that if 

we take a pair of opposed beliefs, both must be open possibilities for us because neither is forced on us 

in the manner of a logical truth or a piece of sensory evidence. But determinism can cope with a beliefs 

being open in this sense: the belief is open because none of the considerations that are brought to bear 

in arriving at it are absolutely conclusive. Such considerations might include the weight of evidence (as 

well as what evidence is thought to be relevant), intellectual economy, simplicity, metaphysical com

mitments, and so on. The affirmation is an ‘open’ possibility just because individuals place different 

values on such considerations and would consequently arrive at different beliefs as a result of them. It 

does not follow from this, however, that a particular individual, having considered the matter, confronts 

the logical possibilities as open for him or her. (If it did, this would have the implication that belief is 

subject to the will: a notion that Williams (1973) has shown to be untenable.)

Other variations of the Epicurean objection are considered and found wanting by Honderich(op 

cit., pp. 360-370): that determinism is, variously, inconsistent with the truth, or with the idea that 

knowledge must be owed only to reason; or that it implies epiphenomenalism; or that reasons cannot be 

the causes of beliefs because the relationship between them is one of logical or conceptual dependency, 

which relations do not obtain between causes and effects. The real force of the argument, he suggests, 

has not been appreciated either by its proponents or its opponents.
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Honderich’s variation

The Epicurean objection, according to Honderich, is not an independent tradition within the philo

sophical controversy about determinism, but is part of the larger problem about determinism and free

dom of action, the main focus of which has been whether determinism is compatible or incompatible 

with moral responsibility. Honderich argues that its true force is rooted in a desire for certain actions 

and mental acts to be imcaused as well as voluntary. Without this we would be excluded from possible 

facts and lines of thought that might have shown some of what we take to be knowledge as false, and 

which might have revealed new knowledge. These things would be denied to us because the causal 

chains of our thoughts and actions would miss them out or pass them by. This notion is related, he 

suggests, to the position

we are assigned by Plato, Kant, Spinoza and other philosophers who bar us from a 
reality beyond.(/W., p.523)

As with other consequences of determinism, there are two initial sorts of response that we might 

have about this: the response of ‘dismay* would be that this must lead to scepticism about the reliability 

of our knowledge; while the response of ‘intransigence’ would be to say that provided the reasons for 

our beliefs were arrived at through voluntary acts, wholly motivated by desire for information, and 

provided the reasons for them can be shown to be good according to proper standards, then determinism 

should not affect confidence in the reliability of our knowledge.

Honderich commends a third, ‘affirmative* response, agreeing that what we take to be knowledge 

is worthy of the title, but recognising that there is a reality or knowledge forever beyond our grasp. Our 

attitude should be that the ‘great satisfactions* of what we have can compensate us for the loss of that 

which, ex hypothesi, we know nothing.

As such, this epistemological consequence of determinism, if true, is less drastic than other scepti

cisms. If determinism puts something into doubt it is not the possibility of our being able to achieve 

rationally grounded knowledge. Still, lest we be inclined to dismiss the Epicurus-Honderich objection 

as a small matter, the consequence remains that if it is correct, and if determinisni is true, it may be that
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there are important beliefs of ours which are false, and that we shall forever be prevented from discov

ering this/ In addition, and as I suggested at the beginning of the chapter, it is not just that the objec

tion raises doubts about our claims to knowledge, but that it ties our beliefs to the promptings of arbi

trary and purposeless chains of events.

A matter of chance

The thought that there are things we shall never know is not new, but is it true that there are things 

we shall never know because of determinism! And if it is, what sorts of things? Honderich talks of our 

enquiries and endeavours as being motivated by a ‘desire for knowledge’: true enough, but not without 

qualification, since we do not want just any old knowledge, but typically pursue it as a means to under

standing and control of our world, and as a remedy to inconsistencies in our existing knowledge. 

Suppose for example, that when looking at a tree in a park, I become possessed by a desire to know the 

shade of green of the grass that is immediately behind it. This would certainly be a desire for knowl

edge; but we would not, without background information about why I wanted it, regard it as significant 

knowledge^ i.e. knowledge, the having of which is of some value. In that case, if, as a consequence of 

determinism, I am not possessed with the desire and consequently never find out the colour of the grass 

on the other side of the tree, no one would regard this as providing grounds for concern about the status 

of knowledge.

The knowledge we desire is knowledge that will supply answers to questions we have about how 

to control reality, about the frontiers of science, about anomalies in our existing knowledge, and so on: 

what we desire is significant knowledge. But if this is what we desire, why worry about ‘possible 

knowledge’ that might be missed because of determinism, but which is not significant? Of course it

l.It has been suggested to me that since, as Honderich himself says, ‘the truth of a statement is 
unaffected by the fact that my believing the statement is an element of a psychoneural pair which is the 
effect of such a causal sequence as specifîed by the second hypothesis of the theory of determinism’ 
{Ibid., p. 361), the alleged problem simply dissolves. The truth of statements however, is not what is at 
issue, but rather whether we can know any statement to be true, or whether there are serious doubts 
about our so knowing. Likewise, the truth of a statement would be unaffected if one were under the 
influence of Descartes’s Evil Deceiver: what this would affect would be whether we could know any 
statement to be true.
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might be significant knowledge that, here and there, we overlook, but this is less likely: a resumé of the 

history of human thought shows most problems to have been resolved: our desires for knowledge of 

this sort are constantly being satisfied.

Perhaps this will not satisfy the indeterminist: no matter, for there is a more significant rejoinder 

that uncaused choice would not open up reality in the required way. If uncaused choice exists, then the 

future content of our knowledge will not be determined and consequently there will be no area of poten

tial knowledge - no class of undiscovered facts - that will be denied to us in advance. But all that fol

lows from this is that undetermined minds might make discoveries that determined ones fail to make, 

not that they would make more or better discoveries, because undetermined minds could/az7 to make 

discoveries that determined minds are caused to make. The only difference would be that what would 

remain unknown would not be fixed in advance. In other words what would remain forever unknown 

would be a matter of chance.

There is a standard indeterminist argument that the absence of causal determination of choices 

does not have the consequence that they arise purely by chance since choices are owed to reasons. The 

objection has no force in this context, however, because we are speaking of what would remain un

known, and there can be no way of ‘choosing’ what will remain unknown as this would involve know

ing i t  We know the path of enquiry that we choose, but we do not, in the same sense, choose what we 

will fail to find out as a result of making that choice rather than another.

To put it another way, imagine that there are two teams of research scientists, in two parallel 

worlds, alike in all respects save that one team belongs to a world of uncaused choosers and the other to 

a world in which all choices are caused. Both teams are about to select one research programme from 

among three that are open to them. Imagine that we know, as observers, that research programme A will 

yield more discoveries and thus greater knowledge, and that programme C will yield the least discover

ies. It is predetermined that the determined scientists will choose programme B, but it is an entirely 

open matter what programme the undetermined scientists will choose. The reasons they will bring to 

bear in making their choice are no different from those used by the determined scientists, because those 

reasons are included within the antecedent conditions, which are the same in both cases. Honderich 

would have it that the uncaused team are in the better position of the two before making the choice, 

because it is possible that they will choose programme A and thus secure greater knowledge. But of
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course they do not know what we know about A (i.e. that it is the best choice), and they have no infor

mation that the other team does not have, and so they might choose B, or even C.

It is no objection that I am stacking the deck by having the determined scientists choose B rather 

than, say, C. It is conceivable that they might choose C, but it is also conceivable that they might 

choose A. Likewise, it might be argued that to confîne the choice of the uncaused scientists to just one 

of A, B or C is to impose an unwarranted restriction on their range of choices. Why, for instance, is it 

not open to them to choose all three? The purpose of the restriction is simply to provide a clear focus on 

what differences we might expect to see in practice, if this were possible, between determined enquirers 

and undetermined ones. It could certainly be allowed that the undetermined scientists choose all three, 

if it is also allowed that they might fail to choose any of them. All that anyone is entitled to claim is that 

whatever the determined scientists would choose, it would be open to the undetermined scientists to 

choose something else.

Ordinarily we are apt to describe an event as a matter of chance if the event happens without our 

having foreseen or having planned it. Thus I might say that I chanced to run into a friend while out 

shopping, where this means that I did not go shopping with the intention or expectation of running into 

them. Chance of this sort is quite at home with determinism. Likewise a roulette ball landing on red 17; 

which, if it is a matter of chance, is so in virtue of its not being within one’s power to have made it 

happen like that, or to have foreseen its happening like that.

In addition to this commonplace chance, there is also a conception of 'pure chance* or 'objective 

chance’, according to which it is not possible, even in principle, to intend or to foresee certain events. 

For the time being at least, this is believed by some modern physicists to apply to the behaviour of 

micro-entities. Indeterminists, as I mentioned, are careful to say that uncaused choices are not owed to 

pure chance, but are grounded in deliberations and reasons; in other words uncaused choices are delib

erately made. Thus while an uncaused choice cannot be foreseen, it can be intended, and cannot, there

fore, be a purely chance or random event. ̂

l.This is to allow indeterminists rather more than one should think them entitled to. Indeterminist 
theories of the mind are, as Honderich has it, 'conceptually unsatisfactory’. At the same time, and as he 
goes on to say, they are 'not without content’, and it is for this reason that their implications are consid
ered.
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Would it then have been a matter of chance that the uncaused scientists chose programme A? 

Clearly not, since their choice would have been made deliberately. It would have been deliberately 

chosen, following evaluation of the available evidence, as the programme that appeared most apt to be 

successful. This would not be true, however, of that choice being the most successful one: that would 

not have been within their power to decide. They would certainly hope that it would be so; and indeed 

they should expect that it would be so (the choice would have been made with that expectation), but 

they could not know for sure that it would be so. If they could know that, there would be no need to 

consider the other alternatives, since there would not be a serious choice.

It might happen that the uncaused scientists see a reason for believing Programme A to be more 

apt to succeed, which the determined scientists have not been caused to notice. But once this has been 

allowed, it must also be granted that they might fail to arrive at that reason, and that they might fail to 

see another reason that the determined group are caused to see: a reason that could be crucial against 

choosing C.

If we say of any action that it is open in the uncaused sense, this means not just that it might be 

performed, but also that it might not be performed; and if it is true of one action we must say it of all 

actions. It must be allowed, therefore, that any action a determined agent would be caused to perform, 

might not be p^ormed by an uncaused agent.

Therefore, if the uncaused scientists had chosen the most successful programme, then in so far as 

this choice was owed to anything unavailable to the determined scientists, this would have been a 

matter of chance; and if they could have chosen differently, given exactly the same antecedents, their 

choosing more successfully would have been a matter of pure chance (lofty claims about uncaused 

thinkers possessing a capacity for creativity lacking in determined creatures notwithstanding).

The claim, let me reiterate, is not that the uncaused choice would be owed to chance: what would 

be up to chance would be its succeeding where a caused choice would fail.

What follows from this? It will be remembered that Honderich’s view that uncaused choice would 

serve us better in the search for knowledge than determined choice, depends on the thought that the 

choice of the most productive line of enquiry might be open only to uncaused thinkers. But if it turns 

out to be a matter of pure chance that they might make that choice, and that they might make the same 

choice or even a worse choice than determined thinkers, the argument fails.
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Is this warranted? We are, after all, talking about the informed choices of scientists. Ordinarily it 

would be thought of as sour grapes or jealousy to suggest that the success of a piece of research was 

owed to chance rather than to good judgment, training and intelligence; but this is not what is being 

claimed about our imaginary undetermined scientists. Again: the claim is just that inasmuch as the 

imagined success is owed to some judgment that the determined scientists fail to make, then to that 

extent the success is a matter of chance.

It might be thought that the scenario I have outlined does less than justice to the indeterminist’s 

view of uncaused choice: for example, in failing to consider that an uncaused scientist, at the moment 

of choice, might have a flash of insight, revealing an important consideration about the information they 

have been considering, which the determined plodders would miss out on. The objection can again be 

made to this, however, that it is conceivable that they might miss an inspiration that the determined 

scientists are caused to have. In so far as we can conceive of such a thing, then, undetermined choice 

would be just as likely to be a source of failure as success.

Why should a caused choice be a bad one?

A problem that arises here is that it is difficult to arrive at a straightforwardly unarguable way of 

making the sorts of comparison that we need to make. Either our choices and actions are all determined 

or they are undetermined: whichever is true, the other is something of which we have no experience. An 

appropriate model of enquiry, therefore, is rendered problematic. Incompatibilists who read this may 

not be persuaded by the scenario I have invented. All that I can say, by way of a preemptive reply, is 

that it does embody what are logical consequences of the idea that people make choices that are caused, 

and what are logical consequences of the idea that people make choices that are uncaused. At least it is 

open to anyone who disagrees with this to say what they believe to be fallacious, or incoherent, or 

inappropriate about the model.

Those who remain unconvinced, however, might ask themselves this: ‘What would uncaused 

seekers after the truth have that determined seekers after the truth would not have?’. It is not judgment, 

reason, inspiration, creativity, wit, genius, or any other such quality. Indeterminists have wanted to say 

that it is the capacity for uncaused choice that puts some of these things within reach (and it is this type
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of claim that is just now under examination); but they are not, so to speak, built into the concept of 

uncaused choice. Reasons have to be given, however vague, for thinking that this capacity would 

guarantee those things, or make them more likely, or bring us a greater share of them than we would get 

if we were caused to do everything we do. The thing that uncaused seekers after truth would have then, 

that determined ones would not, is simply a capacity to make choices and do things that are not deter

mined in advance. And what does it mean for a thing to be * determined in advance'? Let us be clear 

about this as well. It means no more than that given the causal circumstance that brought a thing about, 

that thing could not have failed to occur. Once again this says nothing about the character of the events 

that are brought about other than that they are the necessary effects of earlier causes.

There is nothing then, in the idea of a choice’s being caused, other than its being caused, that 

requires, as one choice among logical alternatives, that it will be the worst, or among the worst, or that 

it will certainly not be the best. So of course it is conceivable that a determined mind makes a bad 

choice that an undetermined mind might have had it within its power to avoid, just as long as it is 

remembered that it is also conceivable that a determined mind makes a good choice that an undeter

mined mind fails to make. The capacity for uncaused choice could, imaginably, make a Priestley of 

what, if determined, would have been a Lavoisier. Likewise an undetermined rake might have been a 

determined saint, and an undetermined Saul might have failed to take the road to Damascus.

I do not deny that it is open to indeterminists simply to declare that any conceivable determined 

choice would be eo ipso a bad choice, because of a want of dignity or stature or something of the sort. 

As I have conceded already, there is nothing one could say that could disprove such a claim.

Indeterminists can certainly claim that genius, or novelty, or creativity, could only be true of 

undetermined thinkers. It is open to them to argue that, just as it is open to determinists to explain these 

qualities in ways that are compatible with determinism. What must be denied, however, is Honderich’s 

claim that a capacity for uncaused choice would place us in a better position as seekers after truth, in 

virtue of its being open to uncaused thinkers to pursue lines of enquiry that would be closed to deter

mined thinkers. Such lines of enquiry would be open to us, but this would not put us in a better position 

as seekers after truth, because it would be offset by it also being open to us to fail to make discovery- 

yielding choices that determined minds would not fail to make.

It is worth mentioning at this stage, what differences there are between the consequences of
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determinism for knowledge and the consequences of determinism for moral responsibility. I do, after 

all, mostly agree with Honderich that the dispute between Compatibilists and Incompatibilists, about 

whether moral responsibility requires uncaused choices, is misconceived: why should the special case 

of the Epicurean objection be any different? The answer to this I think is that the argument about moral 

responsibility concerns what we mean by 'moral responsibility*, or what we take it to be: whether, that 

is, it pertains only to choices and decisions that are uncaused as well as voluntary, or whether voluntari

ness by itself is sufficient. With Honderich’s argument about knowledge, however, we are not con

cerned with the meaning of the word ‘knowledge’, i.e. he does not claim that ‘knowledge’ refers only to 

beliefs that result from uncaused choices and thoughts. Clearly this is not what ‘knowledge’ means. 

People might, unreflectively, have thought, or have taken it for granted, that the choices and thoughts 

that lead to knowledge are uncaused, but it would not follow from this that there is anything about 

uncaused choices or thoughts that forms part of the way we think about and use the word ‘knowledge’ 

and its derivatives: these things form no part of its meaning or its proper usage.

Instead, Honderich’s argument is that uncaused choice would enable us to find things out that 

might never be known if the process of discovery is entirely a causal one. This part of Honderich’s 

claim is unarguable. It has nothing to do with attitudes, or difficulties of meaning, or unreflective be

liefs, but can be straightforwardly deduced from the equally unarguable observation that if determinism 

is true then there are things that we will never discover because the causal chains of our enquiries will 

never lead to our discovering them. Likewise Honderich’s claim that it follows from this that undeter

mined thinkers would be in a better position for getting the truth than we are, can be straightforwardly 

disproved by observing that uncaused choice would render it possible that we fail to frnd out things that 

would be known via a causal process of discovery. This must be the case since it is deducible from the 

unarguable observation that if determinism is true there are things that we cannot fail to discover be

cause the causal chains of our enquiries must lead to our discovering them.

The argument is, ironically, borne out by the Incompatibilist argument about moral responsibility, 

according to which a person is responsible for their good actions only if it is ‘open’ (in the uncaused 

sense) to them to do the wrong thing. That a choice is uncaused was not, in itself, thought to make it 

more likely that it be a right or rational one.
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‘Knowledge beyond’

The discussion so far has pinned knowledge down to reasonably narrow and manageable propor

tions. Freed from these artificial boundaries, the terrain of potential knowledge or ‘unknown facts* must 

dwarf the knowledge we actually have. The knowledge we have depends on more than just choices of 

research programmes - it rests on conceptual schemes, language, culture and perceptual systems. The 

potential knowledge to be gleaned from the research programmes we have been considering is knowl

edge conceived as being not far beyond the ambit of what knowledge we actually have. But potential 

knowledge is imaginably much further afîeld than this. Perhaps ‘knowledge beyond* rather than ‘reality 

beyond* might be a a more suitable epithet. What might we say of this? Some light may be shed on 

matters by considering another ‘reality beyond’: Kant’s.

Kant argued that in the absence of an external vantage point from which to compare the world 

beyond consciousness with our experience of it, no one could ever show that the two are alike or that 

they correspond in any way. Many have found this argument perplexing. It produces an uneasy feeling 

that in the absence of any way of showing that the noumenal and phenomenal worlds are alike, they 

could be vastly different. But this is the wrong way of understanding the distinction (although it may 

well have been Kant’s own understanding of it). The noumenal and phenomenal are different only in 

the sense that one is a world of perceptions, experiences, categories, descriptions and so on, and the 

other is not To imagine that they are ‘different* in a more contentful sense than this, and to talk of the 

noumenal as being ‘radically different* from our perceptions and descriptions of it, is to make the 

fundamental mistake of attempting to apply a concept beyond the bounds of possible experience. We 

can make sense of the word ‘different* when applying it to different descriptions or differing percep

tions, but since the noumenal is unperceived and undescribed it is a mistake to speak of it as radically 

different to our descriptions and perceptions. We do not know what the reality beyond is like, not per se 

because we are prevented from knowing, but because it is not ‘like* anything. It does not follow from 

this, however, that knowledge is merely an imposition on the world, or just a free creation of the intel

lect with no relation to what is beyond: we can be said to know the reality beyond through what it will 

allow or suffer us to do with it.

Knowledge can thus be understood as a product of engagement and articulation with the ‘reality
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beyond’ (hereafter to be known as Nature). That we cannot just do as we like with the world, or experi

ence it just as we please, is down to the constraining power of Nature.

What consequences does this have for the sort of reality beyond described by Honderich? One is 

that the constraints of Nature render constant judgment on beliefs and theories; an effect that is ampli

fied by the increasing precision and sophistication of scientific measuring instruments, experiments and 

theory. The degree of refinement and articulation they embody, persistently puts science face to face 

with nature’s stubbornness and resistance. And that resistance, manifested in problems and anomalies, 

has provided a constant mainspring and impetus to scientific change. Thus the process of acquiring 

knowledge, predetermined or otherwise, has a built in tendency to self-correction, which can underwrite 

our confidence that the knowledge we have is indeed just that.

Returning to the knowledge beyond; we might imagine this as corresponding to a scale that at one 

end is as far away from what we know as can be, and at the other is, so to speak, just beyond reach. The 

far end might mark the knowledge of beings with radically different perceptual systems from ours. 

Hilary Pumam remarks that

you must not think that because there are chairs and horses and sensations in our repre
sentation, that there are correspondingly noumenal chairs and noumenal horses and 
noumenal sensations.(Putnam 1981, p. 63)

For creatures with very different perceptual systems, chairs and horses would not be facts.

Such creatures would certainly have different knowledge to what we have, but we should not say 

that it could be more or less true or accurate than ours. We could only say this if we could also say that 

it would be closer to what things are ’really like’, and for the reasons already given such a claim cannot 

meaningfully be made. Different perceptual and conceptual systems from ours would yield different 

ways of engaging with nature, and, thus, different knowledges, but no more truth. Determinism need 

not, therefore, undermine confidence in our knowledge by denying us access to this region on the scale 

of potential knowledge. And to wishfully imagine that we might have such knowledge as the imagined 

creatures could possess, rather than what we do have, would be like wishing one spoke French rather 

than English.

Perhaps, however, this response fails to do justice to the possibility of a reality beyond of the sort
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envisaged by Honderich? Consider for instance, that at some stage in the development of science, a 

state of affairs might have obtained that given the right trigger could have led to a paradigm shift of 

such proportions that it would have eclipsed those of Newton and Einstein; and say that this was missed 

because the experiment, or the enquiry, or the thought that would have started it, was passed over by the 

causal chain of discovery. Science, we might say, would have ‘taken a wrong turning’, and missed out 

on a great discovery; all thanks to determinism. A conceivable state of affairs such as this might well 

bring a sense of futility to our enquiries.

The knowledge that might have resulted from the imagined discovery would be a good deal closer 

to the knowledge we have than that which we have lately considered, and would fall within the ‘differ

ent conceptual schemes’ range on our scale. How ought we to feel about the denial of knowledge this 

much closer to home?

A pertinent question we can ask here is ‘how might this area of science have done after missing 

out on the great discovery?’ Might it have progressed? or might it instead have been weighed down 

with irresolvable anomalies? If the latter, then we could have every confidence, on past experience, that 

the mechanism for change mentioned above would come in to play. If instead the determined science 

would have continued to make successful progress (making new discoveries, resolving problems, and 

so on), this would underwrite its claim to be knowledge, even in the face of a conceivably more suc

cessful rival body of knowledge.

In any case, the argument that undetermined thinking would be no more likely to yield greater 

truth than determined thinking, applies here as well. The undetermined scientists would be just as likely 

not to make the great discovery as to succeed, and likely also not to make great discoveries that deter

mined thinking has to its credit.

Ted Honderich’s treatment of the main dispute between Compatibilists and Incompatibilists is 

largely persuasive (with the qualifications I set out in chapter 3), but if the efforts of Compatibilists 

have proved unsuccessful in the central dispute, they might be compensated that at least with the Epicu

rean position they have the better of the argument. The longevity and attractiveness of the Epicurean 

position arises, therefore, from epistemological misconceptions. With a proper appreciation of the rela

tionship between knowledge and the world we can see that it is possible both to rationally affirm 

determinism and to have confidence in the growing body of knowledge that supports it.
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Conclusion

In the introduction to the thesis I said that my main aim is to show how our intuitive beliefs that 

we are selves and free might be defended. In chapters 1,2 and 4 ,1 examined the traditional debate 

between Compatibilists and Incompatibilists, and argued that determinism does not have sceptical 

consequences for knowledge or moral responsibility. I claimed, nevertheless, that Compatibilist consid

erations of the consequences of determinism have been inadequate and complacent. In chapter 3 I 

showed that we do not experience our deliberations and difficult decisions as caused, and that we are 

constrained, therefore, to deliberate, reason and decide for ourselves. That we do not experience our 

decisions as caused, but instead as necessarily up to us, can lead people to reflect that their decisions are 

uncaused, but in that case the view is not a deeply entrenched metaphysical belief we have about of 

ourselves as agents and selves - it is a reflective expression of beliefs about self and agency that are 

entrenched. In respect of moral responsibility we have a view of ourselves that is deeply entrenched, 

but we need not give up, whereas in respect of a capacity for uncaused choice we should give up the 

belief but it is not one that is deeply entrenched.

I turn now to whether we can truly be said to be free.
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Part 2 Freedom
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THE STOIC TRADITION

Introduction

Compatibilists, as we have seen, assert that a free action is one done voluntarily: one that is not 

coerced. Freedom is being able to do what one wills, regardless of what that may be.* There is a tradi

tion of objection to freedom thus characterised that is quite different from Incompatibilism. Its members 

have argued that to say that a person is free in being able to do what they want, degrades freedom by 

allowing it in equal measure to saint and sinner alike. Freedom, according to this tradition, is not doing 

what you will, but what is right or reasonable. The more a person is able to will what is rational or 

good, the freer that person is; and likewise, the more a person falls into depravity and irrationality the 

less free they are.

This tradition also holds to a view of the self as composed of ‘lower* and ‘higher* elements: the 

higher being the rational and essential part of the person, the lower often being identified as the per- 

son*s baser, ‘animal* or ‘instinctive* nature. The demands of the baser self are regarded within the tradi

tion as being akin to coercion from without: that they are as alien to one*s true self as external obstacles 

and dominating powers. Indeed, their influence is regarded by many within the tradition as being more 

threatening to freedom than any external physical restraint, specifîcally because of the corrosive and 

diminishing effect they can have over a person. Thus we have Seneca*s claim that

l.This is not to say that all who have argued that freedom and determinism are compatible have 
held to such a narrowly defined conception of freedom outside the debate about the consequence of 
determinism. Nevertheless, the major protagonists of Compatibilism, such as Hobbes, Hume and Mill, 
have also been members of what Adler (1959) defines as the self-realisation tradition: the tradition of 
defining freedom as ‘getting and doing what you want*.
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it is a mistake for anyone to believe that [this] condition of slavery penetrates into the 
whole being of man. The better part of him is exempt. Only the body is at the mercy 
and disposition of the master, and is so free and unshackled that not even this prison of 
the body ... can restrain it from using its own powers, following mighty aims, and 
escaping into the infinite to keep company with the stars.(quoted in Adler 1958, p. 253)

This is a conception of freedom that has been abjured by many in the Compatibilist tradition, 

especially those of an overtly empiricist bent such as Bentham, who are apt to see it as mistaken and 

perverse:

Is not the liberty to do evil liberty? If not, what is it? ... Do we not say that it is neces
sary to take away liberty from idiots and bad men, because they abuse it?^(quoted in 
Adler 1958, p. 235)

Equating freedom with doing what is right at best manifests a refusal to adhere to established 

linguistic usage (understandable, perhaps, in writers of antiquity: rather less so among contemporaries), 

but at worst it is just closet totalitarianism: it being no accident that a major Hgure in this tradition 

believed that people could be forced to be free.

More indulgent philosophers than Bentham might suggest that while this tradition might be on to 

something, it is not freedom, or at least it is not freedom in the sense that interests us when we come to 

discuss the consequences of determinism or political liberty. Any argument or discussion between the 

two traditions, therefore, would be at cross purposes.

Contrary to this view, I will argue, in this and the following chapter, that the acquired freedom of 

self-perfection tradition (following Adler’s (1958) categorisation of it), or as I shall call it, the Stoic 

tradition, can be shown to have light to shed on the problems of freedom and determinism, and that the 

claim that it involves a straightforwardly alien sense of ‘freedom* to the standard usage is mistaken.

l.The argument about whether laws enhance or restrict liberty is an important focal point of the 
differences between ‘self-realisation’ tradition (following Adler’s categorisation of those who regard 
freedom as doing what you want) and the idea of freedom as the ability to will what is right and good, 
and is touched on again in respect of Hegel’s conception of freedom.

80



Self-control

Returning to Seneca’s theme of the free spirit being untouched by chains that might enclose the 

body, and the idea that freedom consists in the dominion of a higher rational self over the animalistic 

self of physical desire, freedom is understood clearly enough in this as the freedom of that better and 

higher self.

The higher self can be free while the body is in chains because those sorts of chains are not the 

sort of thing that can touch it. Likewise the person who is physically free but depraved, is unfree in 

being subject to the alien rule of his baser self. Surely even Bentham could assent to the idea that free

dom is maximised by self-control and diminished by control from without. Where he would object 

would be to the notion of an essential higher self that might be enslaved by the uncurbed passions of the 

alien lower self.

The picture of platonic reason keeping in check the promptings of appetite and spirit, or the Chris

tian ascetic denial of the flesh, seem unhealthy and out of kilter by contemporary reckonings. There is, 

however, the ideal of an attitude of mind in the Stoic tradition. We see it in Marcus Aurelius’s descrip

tion of the wise and virtuous as having it in their power to

Live ... life free from compulsion in utmost gladness of heart, even if all men shout 
against you whatever they will, even if wild beasts tear limb from limb this doughlike 
matter which has grown around you.(Marcus Aurelius 1983, VII, 68)

Honderich points to a similar emphasis in Spinoza, Hegel. Marx and Engels, who share a concep

tion of ‘freedom as the recognition of necessity’. Commenting on a passage from Engels he notices a 

sense of ‘freedom’ that

consists in an acceptance of our existence. It consists in something approximate to a 
tranquillity y and indeed related to Spinoza’s intellectual love of God, which, of course, 
is also properly owed to what which a determinism can be said to assert, man’s mem
bership of nature. (Honderich 1988, p. 506)

A freedom that consists in a tranquil attitude of mind seems a long way from freedom as it is 

ordinarily understood. All the more so when we consider that this is a freedom that can be had behind
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bars. All that need be required in that circumstance, we may suppose, is to mentally accommodate 

oneself to imprisonment. Freedom then, could be had not by being free of another’s power, but by 

accommodating oneself to that power.

Weatherford suggests that as an account of freedom, this is simply mistaken:

It is true that, like the Stoic dog tied to the rear of the wagon, we may find life more 
tolerable if we cease struggling against our fetters and trot along with understanding 
where otherwise we would be dragged in ignorance. But this comfort and human conso
lation is quite different from philosophic truth. Steeped as I am in Stoicism and Ameri
can Pragmatism, I still refuse to believe that a proposition becomes true because it 
makes us happy to believe it, and the dog’s pleasure in his newfound "freedom" does 
not release him from his rope. The recognition of necessity may have many salutary 
effects on human beings or it may drive them into depression - what it cannot do is set 
them £ree.(Weatherford 1991, pp. 234-5)

Weatherford’s attitude is both widespread and mistaken. That the Stoic conception is less than 

credible as an account of freedom is because the mind/body dualism it seems to embody is no longer 

the captivating doctrine it once was. If it were the case that mind or soul is a separate substance from 

the body, then as thinking beings physical states for us would be of much smaller consequence for our 

freedom than states of mind. But even allowing that one’s physical state is of greater importance than 

the Stoics allow, there remains, nevertheless, an important truth in their conception of spiritual freedom.

Suppose that my doctor tells me that it is high time that 1 cut down on alcohol, smoking and high 

cholesterol foods, if, that is, 1 want to carry on living. Allowing that 1 do want that, and that there are 

other satisfactions in life than those 1 am giving up, the rational thing for me to do is to take the doctor’s 

advice. But say then that the loss of these things makes me miserable and listless. Seemingly the wise 

thing to do in that case is not to resort to my old habits, but to frnd a way of coming to terms with their 

loss, whether by finding something to fill their place, or by mastering my physical cravings and ending 

the compulsive hold they have over my thoughts. If 1 am successful in that, then no doubt my state of 

mind will be more tranquil, but will 1 be more free than 1 was?

1 can think of at least two reasons for thinking that 1 will. If 1 am able to give up smoking, drink

ing and high cholesterol foods, then, of course, to that extent 1 am free. But if doing that results in my 

not being able to think of anything else 1 will not be free, since 1 will be denied the opportunity, through 

lack of peace of mind and concentration, to engage in other pursuits. To be plagued by a feeling that 1
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would rather not be plagued with, is also, in a straightforward enough sense, to be prompted and inter

fered with by something beyond my control. To be free is to be under my own control. To be driven by 

a craving or a compulsion, to the extent that I am driven, or even distracted, is to be unfree.

One does not need to think of the pleasures of the flesh as intrinsically bad or harmful, to take the 

Stoic argument seriously. It would be tempting to use the example of addictive drugs to make a case for 

the idea that the desires of the lower self can enslave the higher self, but the temptation should be re

sisted: pleasures of the flesh are not all, or even mostly, intrinsically freedom diminishing in the way 

that addictive drugs are. It is more that they are apt to become habitual or compulsive, and therefore 

beyond one’s rational control. It is possible, however, that engaging in theoretical physics could 

become compulsive and thus freedom diminishing. Whatever there is in a person’s character, that re

sists their ability to act on rational considerations, can be seen as an alien and enslaving force simply in 

virtue of limiting self-control. To be in control to the extent that your desires are not compulsive, and 

that your life is thoroughly under your control; and to be able to match your desires to what is healthy 

and possible, could be to possess just that tranquillity of mind of which Marcus Aurelius speaks.

Does this mean, if we wish to be free, that we should all ignore any real or figurative chains there 

are in our lives, and concentrate our efforts instead on achieving tranquillity of mind through control 

over our desires? The conservative attitude is an obvious response one can make to the Stoic argument, 

but it is certainly not the only response (if it were, it would be strange that Marx and Engels are 

members of the tradition). A person who is wrongly imprisoned, might well feel resentful and outraged 

by that, but if they are able to resist giving all their mental energies over to that outrage and to put them 

to other uses, then once again, to the extent that they are able to do so, they are freer than the person 

who cannot. They are free to the extent that it is up to them how they are affected by imprisonment and 

how they respond to it.

In claiming that freedom is not a matter of doing what one pleases, but of pleasing to do what is 

rational, the Stoics touch on, and I think provide, a means of resolving a central Incompatibilist con

cern. Incompatibilists do not deny the effects of environment and heredity on an individual, but wish to 

argue that a person is not free if they are entirely dominated by environment and heredity, i.e. if the 

‘passive’ or ‘accumulated’ self, rather than the ‘creative’ and ‘active’ self is dominant (Adler 1958, pp. 

413-422). Van Inwagen (1983) has argued that as determinism has the consequence that what I do now
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was determined before I was born, then if determinism is true, what I do now is ‘not up to me’. The 

conception of freedom as self-perfection likewise involves the idea that if what I do is just a ‘working 

out in me* of blind forces diat were at work before I was bom, then what I do is not really free: is not 

really under my control. The capacity to rationally evaluate the best course of action, and to be able to 

act on it, is what places my actions under my control and frees me from being a puppet of the past.

That there is more to freedom than just being able to do what you want has found a relatively 

recent echo in Frankfurt’s article ‘Freedom of the will and the concept of a person’ (Frankfurt 1971). 

Frankfurt suggests that the capacity to have ‘second-order volitions’ about ‘first-order desires’, meaning 

the capacity to wish that a particular desire one has be effective in determining, ceteris par abus ̂ one’s 

actions, is essential to our concept of what counts for a person. Thus a drug addict may have both a 

desire for the drug and a desire not to take the drug, and, in addition, a further desire that it should be 

the desire not to take the drug that is effective in determining his actions. This second-order volition is 

that the desire to resist should ‘constitute his will’. In addition to being essential to our concept of a 

person, Frankfurt argues, such second-order volitions are also germane to the concept of freedom of the 

will.

The notion that freedom is doing what one wants captures well enough what is meant by freedom 

of action, according to Frankfurt, but not what is meant by freedom of will. What is meant by that is 

that a person is ‘free to want what he wants to want’ {Ibid., p. 15). A person will have free will, in other 

words, to the extent that they are able to make their will conform to their second-order volitions. A 

person who cannot do this, such as an addict who’s second order volition that his desire not to take 

drugs will triumph is unsuccessful, lacks free will.

Frankfurt’s conception parallells that of the Stoic tradition in several respects. Freedom of action 

is recognised as important, but, nevertheless, as a lesser freedom than freedom of will, which is associ

ated with the ability to rationally evaluate one’s desires, and with the effectiveness of such evaluations 

in determining one’s actions. As such, freedom in this sense is something only had by creatures pos

sessing self-consciousness. Frankfurt in distinguishing between a person and a ‘wanton’ (a creature 

lacking second-order volitions), also remarks that whereas a wanton ‘has no identity apart from his first 

order desires’ a person, in having a second-order volition towards a desire, makes that desire ‘more 

truly his own and, in so doing, he withdraws himself from the other’ (Ibid., p. 13). This echoes the Stoic
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attitude that self-identity is not something fixed to the baser self, but is rather a product of rational self- 

evaluation and determination. Self, like freedom, is acquired.

That free will involves being able to want what you want, rebuts Russell’s Compatibilist claim 

that you can do as you please, but you cannot please as you please. As such it makes amends for a 

serious concern of Incompatibilists to which Compatibilists have not always been sensitive. It puts the 

rational self-conscious agent beyond the blind workings out of the past. At the same time, and as Frank

furt notes, his conception is entirely compatible with determinism.

One difference between Frankfurt’s conception and that of the Stoic tradition is that he does not 

conceive of second-order desires as being necessarily moral in character

a person may be capricious and irresponsible in forming his second-order volitions and 
give no serious consideration to what is at stake. Second-order volitions express evalua
tions only in the sense that they are preferences. There is no essential restriction on the 
kind of basis, if any, upon which they are f o r m e d . p .  13n)

A prospective thief, for instance, might have a second-order volition that her desire to steal will 

overcome her fear of being caught in the act. The Stoic conception of freedom would allow, I think, that 

such a case involves reflective self evaluation, but would deny that if she were successful she would 

have free will. She would lack free will because her second-order volition would be determined by an 

irrational and immoral motive. As such, she would not be acting as a self-determining rational agent, 

but as the unthinking tool of her base and irrational motives.

This would, I think, be an entirely consistent line for the Stoic tradition to take, but it raises a 

problem that Frankfurt also touches on: where do second-order volitions stop? In this case the Stoic 

objection would be that the thief would have failed to rationally evaluate her second-order volition. But 

doesn’t the demand for a ‘third-order volition’ in respect of second-order volitions, open an infinite 

regress of higher order volitions? Frankfurt suggests that the problem can be resolved by the degree of 

decisiveness with which somebody embraces a desire that is backed up by a second order volition. This, 

however, would not satisfy the requirements of the Stoic conception since decisiveness merely express

es the strength of the desire rather than its having any rational grounding. I will return to this problem 

again in chapters 6 and 9.
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What then of the Stoic claim that we are free to the extent that we will not just what is rational, but 

what is right? Clearly this claim involves more than just the idea of one's life being under one's own 

control, in the sense of being able to act on all one's rational decisions. This would have us believe that 

I am less free if I tell a lie than when I tell the truth.

The claim certainly owes something to the identification of goodness with truth and wisdom in 

much ancient philosophy, and also to a prevalent strand of ethical naturalism that linked moral beha

viour to bodily and mental health. If the Stoic conception of freedom commits its supporters to a strong 

form of moral realism, then it carries a heavy burden; an insupportable one if it is also understood as 

claiming that freedom consists in just obeying a moral code. It would be perverse to foist the latter 

reading on the Stoic conception, given the linkage of freedom with being able to will what is rational or 

reasonable. But if freedom consists in doing the right thing - not just what is reasonable -, would free

dom then be an impossibility in the absence of objective virtues and vices? ̂  or, instead, would disa

greement about what is right entail disagreement about whether a person is free? I think it is possible to 

accept the Stoic identification of freedom with doing what is right and reasonable, without being 

committed to strong moral realism, but I will postpone discussion of this until the following chapter.

Having gone some way, however, to establishing that the Stoic conception of freedom is not 

straightforwardly aberrant or alien to what we ordinarily think of freedom of consisting in, I turn now to 

the conception of freedom of the first of the Stoic tradition’s major advocates in modem philosophy: 

Spinoza.

Spinoza

Spinoza is often taken as the archetypal Incompatibilist determinist denier of human freedom - a 

proto-Freudian who regards all talk of guilt, praise and blame as confused and destructive. According to 

him we are, fundamentally, mere finite parts of a whole that is infinite and necessitated down to its last

l.If it were, additional problems would then arise regarding whether the existence of freedom 
depends on there being some moral values that are objective, or whether it is tied to particular moral 
values, or, again, I suppose, whether it makes sense to pose questions about this.
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detail. His recommendation was to eschew the interactive practices of praising and blaming and instead 

to attempt to understand, with calm and detachment, the wrongdoings and the sufferings of others, as 

well as understanding one’s own predicament, as features of finite and dependent being at the mercy of 

nature’s visitations.

Therefore, on applying my mind to politics, I have resolved to demonstrate by a certain 
and undoubted course of argument, or to deduce from the very condition of human 
nature, not what is new and unheard of, but only such things as agree best with practice. 
And that I might investigate the subject-matter of this science with the same freedom of 
spirit as we generally use in mathematics, I have laboured carefully, not to mock, 
lament, or execrate, but to understand human actions; and to this end I have looked 
upon passions, such as love, hatred, anger, envy, ambition, pity, and the other perturba
tions of the mind, not in the light of vices of human nature, but as properties just as 
pertinent to it, as are heat, cold, storm, thunder, and the like to the nature of the atmos
phere, which phenomena, though inconvenient, are yet necessary, and have fixed 
causes, by means of which we endeavour to understand their nature ... (Spinoza 1677a, 
1.IV)

Depending on how you look at it this passage can seem both commendable and disturbing. By all 

accounts Spinoza personified the detachment and calmness of mind that he commends, and in that case 

one is bound to regard him with admiration. If saintliness were a reality rather than religious device for 

getting people to accept unacceptable circumstances, then this, I suppose, is what it would be; and that 

is just the problem: for a saint is a little more (or a little less) than human. A resolutely detached attitude 

is all very well for a saint, but it is scarcely possible for a human being. A human being wül ordinarily 

need.

the manifestation of a certain degree of goodwill or regard on the part of other human 
beings towards ourselves; or at least on the expectation of, and demand for, an absence 
of the manifestation of active ill will or indifferent disregard.(P.F.Strawson op cit., p. 
71.)

The personal reactive attitudes, Strawson argues, rest on the expectation of this, and the moral 

attitudes that are the vicarious analogues of these personal attitudes, reflect demands or expectations 

that such goodwill and regard be shown towards others. The detachment Spinoza values, would seem

ingly involve giving up those expectations, or at least overcoming any hold they have over thought. It
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might also involve feeling a kind of intellectual love of God/Nature, different from the love we feel 

towards friends, family and lovers, just as much as it would involve attempting to set aside hatred, 

jealousy and vindictiveness. Even if we were inclined to give these things up, it hardly seems as if most 

of us are able to.

Spinoza’s detachment clearly echoes the Stoic attitude of Marcus Aurelius and Seneca; and if that 

attitude is as unattainable as it seems to be, then the tradition we are considering will be one that has 

nothing to offer for human beings. Indeed, the place for human beings in Spinoza’s conception, to judge 

from the above passage, is not that of free and detached contemplators, but of objects of contemplation: 

of unfortunate creatures who are bound to 'perturbations of the mind’ just as the atmosphere is bound to 

suffer its perturbations.

This view seems to be further borne out by Spinoza’s definition of freedom

That thing is said to be FREE (libera) which exists by the mere necessity of its own 
nature and is determined in its actions by itself alone.(Spinoza 1910,1, D, VII)

The only thing of which this can be said, however, is God/Nature - other things owe their exist

ence to circumstance and are conditioned and determined by it

Again, with Spinoza as with other members of the Stoic tradition, freedom is identified with self- 

sufficiency and self-determination. It is also compatible with an exceptionless necessity. Thus, if 

Spinoza denies freedom to human beings, it is not because they are subject to determinism, so much as 

the way that they are subject to it. We lack freedom in being subject to causes that are alien to us.

Spinoza does not, however, regard human beings as entirely lacking in freedom. No-one could be 

as free as God/Nature, but it is possible at least to be humanly free. This as I have noted, involves 

having understanding and an attitude of detachment towards others and towards one’s own sufferings 

and fortunes. Such detachment extends even to the prospect of one’s death:

A free man, that is, one who lives according to the dictate of reason alone, is not led by 
the fear of death ... but directly desires what is good... to act, to live, and preserve his 
being on the basis of seeking what is useful to him. And therefore he thinks of nothing
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less than of death, but his wisdom is a meditation of life/(/W ., IV, P, LXVII)

As with other members of the self-perfection tradition, freedom is here declared to consist in 

following the dictates of reason, and to do that involves the preservation of one’s being. How is it that 

Spinoza can believe that living in accordance with reason can make us free although we do not exist by 

the necessity of our own natures and are not determined in our actions by ourselves alone?

In the first place to be determined by the necessity of one’s own nature, while this may be prefera

ble to being determined by what is alien, appears to be limiting rather than liberating. Why not say, as 

Sartre did, that to be tied to an essential nature would be to be unfree? Certainly to have the essential 

nature of a stone, or a river descending down a channel, or a bee, would be to fall short of what we 

ordinarily think of as Aee, which means no more than that to be tied to those sorts of essential natures 

would be to be less than humanly free. At any rate, Spinoza does not suggest that we are bound to our 

essential natures in the way that these things are. He sees everything as behaving according to its 

conatus. There is no accurate translation of this word into English, but it is taken to mean something 

like ‘striving’ (cf. Hampshire 1962, pp. 122-123). Spinoza sees the essence of a thing consisting in its 

striving to maintain itself in being. Thus, according to Goodman, Spinoza’s conception of essence is 

dynamic rath^ than fixed and static (Goodman 1987).

Any p^son in pursuing her goals and desires is thereby acting on her conatus: is striving to fulril 

herself. But she can be mistaken and unsuccessful in this. Being free consists in one’s conatus being 

guided by adequate ideas. Being unfree comes from being in the grip of inadequate ideas and ‘passive 

emotions’. A passive emotion is one that has us in thrall to illusion; it involves a confused belief. Cruel

ty, for instance, amounts to a desire to harm someone we pity {Ibid., p. 133). To clarify the components 

of a passive emotion is to dissolve its hold on our thought. Having liberated herself from the hold of

1.A similar thought is expressed by Bertrand Russell, who has a foot in both the Stoic and Compa
tibilist camps:

the slave is doomed to worship Time and Fate and Death, because they are greater than 
anything he finds in himself, and because all his thoughts are of things which they 
devour. But, great as they are, to think of them greatly, to feel their passionless splen
dour, is greater still. And such thought makes us free men.(quoted in Adler op cit., p.
264)
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passive emotions a person can then really fulfil her essential nature: her higher or better self.

One need not think of the proper path for fulfilment of one’s essential nature as being uniquely set 

out. Human beings as rational and conscious creatures have the capacity to consider alternative ways of 

living, and there is no reason to think that for each person from among the array of possibilities that 

society may afford, only one is appropriate'. Consciousness has the capacity to be, within natural limits 

given by a person’s essential nature, self-creating. To be as free as this, while it might fall a long way 

short of the freedom of God/Nature, is surely freedom of the sort that any of us would wish for.

But now we come back to the problem: how far is it within the power of any of us to achieve this? 

There are reasons for thinking that for most of us it is unachievable. In the first place it seems to over

look that we are sensuous bodily creatures with physical natures, needs and cravings. To say this is in a 

way to be perversely unfair to Spinoza, who stands out among philosophers (especially those of his 

time) as grasping, in a profound sense, that we are embodied and that our existence is physical through 

and through. And it is clear enough that far from forgetting the physical, Spinoza’s design is to bring it 

as far as possible under the control of consciousness. If Spinoza’s ideal seems Platonic and cerebral, it 

is not from lack of awareness of our physical natures.

A better reason for doubting the realisability of Spinoza’s vision concerns an oft overlooked fea

ture of our sense of self: a sense of oneself as engaged and involved with others, particularly in the 

ways described by Peter Strawson. To be entirely governed by craving for the good will and good 

opinions of others, would be to fail to give due weight to other values, especially integrity. Nonetheless, 

and as we have noted already, it seems as if there is something otherworldly in Spinoza’s conception of 

calm detachment That we see ourselves and understand ourselves as who we are, and in the way we do, 

is bound up with the way we see ourselves in relation to others and how we hope that they will see us 

and behave towards us. This is not to say that we are imperfect creatures who could not live up to 

Spinoza’s high ideal. There are grounds for thinking that we should not wish to live up to it. Relation

ships of fnendship and love can be counted among the good things in life.^ They can seem diffîcult to

l.See also chapter 6.

2.Although he does commend companionship, cf. Ibid., IV, A, XIV.
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express within Spinoza’s vision. Sometimes, in addition, to accord things their proper value requires 

more than detached appreciation: it requires passion and commitment. To say so is, perhaps, to do no 

better than gainsay Spinoza, but the desirability of his conception is far from self-evident, especially 

because of its seeming incompatibility with what we would ordinarily take to be human. One can 

imagine that a non-human being of serene detachment might view our human committedness and 

passion with disdain, but the judgment would be grounded in its being like that. Any judgment that 

calm detachment is intrinsically good, without reference to some feature of the human condition, is a 

self-deception typical of the Spinozist metaphysical idea of their being a god’s eye view of the real 

nature of things.

That Spinoza should advocate a conception of pure and disinterested reason follows, according to 

Scruton (1986, p, 73) from his eschewing of any conception of self as subject^ As selves, we are, as I 

have suggested, self-conscious and self-interested - bothered about how things stand between us and 

others. As selves we have circumstances we might hope to improve and interests we may hope to satis

fy. As selves there is that in us that is able to evaluate the quality of life and seeks progress and im

provement in it. To be a self is to think about how we may seem to others and how we are to ourselves, 

and to hope for better. In leaving all that out of account Spinoza might hope to break free from a 

dominating illusion that leads us into a labyrinth of other illusions, such as false pride, jealousy and so 

on.  ̂These passive emotions represent the down side of self-hood, but they are not the whole of it. A 

conservative response to Spinoza would be to say that it is foolishness to hope for more from human 

beings than their low natures permit We can say better than that. To reiterate the point, to see a life of 

disinterested reason as better or higher than a human self-conscious life of engagement with others and 

commitment begs the question ‘better according to what or whose standards?’. There is no disinterested 

standard and therefore there is no disinterested judgment. It is difficult to imagine a life without self. It 

is difficult to imagine one as disenterested as that which Spinoza commends. It may be easier to imag

ine a life in which our sense of self and expectations of ourselves and others is modified. With that we

1.Although, ‘subject’ aside, Spinoza certainly has a conception of self.

2.This is also the goal of several forms of Buddhism.
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might able to say what modifications would be desirable and why.

Detachment and resistance to unreflective reactive emotions and responses can be counted as 

desirable objectives if they are fixed within a more human scale. The development of such attitudes as a 

feature of our individual lives and social values could enrich the human condition. If we remember that 

some of the personal reactive attitudes are not easy to distinguish from uglier feelings like bitterness 

and recrimination, and can easily give way to them, then their replacement or change seems appealing. 

Peter Strawson allows for such goals in noting that while we may have learned to adopt the objective 

attitude towards those we deem incapable of moral responsibility, we can and do apply it, from time to 

time, to those we view as normal. Strawson’s intention, in ‘Freedom and Resentment’, is not to defend 

resentment as such, or indeed any reactive attitude, which he concedes may be stamped with ‘local and 

temporary features of our own culture’, but to say that human relationships qua human relationships 

will require the personal interactive attitudes in some form. We can agree with this while still hoping, 

as 1 have argued, to see a change in personal attitudes such as resentment and also the moral attitudes 

and practices.

Having rejected Spinoza’s seeming conception of a detachment that transcends the bounds of 

humanity and selfhood, is there a more modest standard of following the dictates of reason to which 

human beings can aspire? As we have seen Spinoza regards being free as being governed by ‘adequate 

ideas’, i.e. those that express the way things really are, and unfreedom as being in the grip of the con

fused or ‘passive emotions’. But is it true that freedom consists in no more than knowing what is right 

(i.e. in having a clearer conception of oneself and one’s circumstances)? It must surely involve not just 

knowing what is right but being able to act on that knowledge. To come back to the example of being 

unable to give up smoking and eating high cholesterol foods despite the knowledge that they are doing 

me harm: if this is possible, and it is, then it would seem that knowledge us not enough, and that some

thing like strength of character is needed as well. Spinoza’s response to this would be to suggest that 

there must be some other confusion that is causing me not to act on what 1 know: a failure, for instance 

to realise that 1 am a being that exists beyond the here and now in which the craving for cigarettes 

occurs. This is unpersuasive: it seems perfectly possible, and only too familiar to conceive of someone 

having every passive emotion to which they are held captive clarified for them, and still persisting in 

the behaviour that manifests those emotions. Like Plato before him Spinoza’s over-intellectualised
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conception of the relationship between knowledge and action prevents him from developing an ade

quate conception of weakness of will.

Practical knowledge and social circumstance

According to Goodman (op cit., pp. 153 ff.), we must turn to Aristotle to say how it is that a 

person can know something to be wrong and yet persist in doing it.̂  Aristotle’s account depends on 

knowledge being conceived of in more than just the narrow cognitive sense in which it is a collection of 

propositions, theories, images, readings and so forth. Being able to act on what we know will depend on 

our having practical knowledge, where this consists in the ability and the skill to judge what is right and 

to act on that judgment. Aristotle’s infamous belief that such knowledge was available only to mature 

patrician men does no more than reflect his moral situation and expresses the important truth that prac

tical knowledge is not something that can be acquired as straightforwardly as the cognitive sort. (The 

division between the two is of course arbitrary, but nevertheless meaningful.) Practical knowledge 

could only be acquired through experience and training in a ‘morally civilised environment’.

Aristotle’s conception of practical knowledge is crucially important to the conception of freedom 

we are trying to get at. It brings in to focus something I will return to again in the following chapter: 

that what freedom a person can expect to have will depend on their social circumstances. At first sight 

this may seem to deny a central tenet of the Stoic tradition: that freedom consists in self-control. It 

would then be self-contradictory to make freedom dependent on circumstances that are alien to self. We 

will find the resolution of that conundrum in Hegel’s conception of geist, but as with much else in 

Hegel the beginnings of the solution are to be found in Aristotle. Aristotle is famous among other things 

for having identified human beings as social animals. To flourish and to be free, according to Aristotle, 

would only be possible for the person who has acquired the capacity to do so within a moral communi

ty. One could not exist as self, still less as a free self other than by having grown up within such a 

community. The materials for the formation of the person and of freedom are to be found within the

l.Cf. also McDowell 1979.
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social stock of practical knowledge.

The capacity to be self-governing depends on social circumstance in several ways. To be free must 

depend on the fulfilment of certain conditions in one’s physical circumstance. One must have enough to 

eat, and be clothed and housed: one must be able to enjoy physical health. Freedom might not be re

duced to nil by ill health or physical impairment, but for any but an exceptional mind it would certainly 

be considerably diminished by them. If on the other hand a person were able to satisfy her physical 

requirements but only at the cost of being forced into drudgery, then that again would mark a limit on 

her freedom.

If a person’s circumstances are such that she is denied the components of a good education (e.g. 

tutelage, encouragement, books, facilities, an educated environment etc.) this will also deny her what 

she needs to be a self-governing person in any strong sense of that. Education here, should be under

stood in the broadest sense, not merely as an institutional process, but, in Aristotle’s sense, as the proc

ess through which one becomes a morally and politically intelligent citizen. If through misfortune and 

bad social arrangements, a person spends her formative years in circumstances of physical and spiritual 

squalor, then by that she will most probably have been denied a level of freedom that as an adult she 

otherwise could have hoped to enjoy. There are and have been exceptions: Seneca, for example. Reac

tionaries have for centuries pointed out that persons of great success and saintly character managed to 

overcome the privations of early life. They were exceptional. I have little interest, and nor should 

anyone, in freedom that is available only to the exceptional.

Conclusion

I shall have more to say of the social circumstances that are required for freedom in discussing 

Hegel. Spinoza’s account of freedom, it seems, is lacking in not giving enough attention to that. Assum

ing, however, that whatever social arrangements are needed in order for freedom to be available to all 

citizens are satisfied, Spinoza’s model of detached understanding (on a human scale) does have impor

tant things to say about freedom. To be in control of oneself - to be able, rationally to assess what 

possibilities are open to you - requires that you have a clear and informed conception of the world and 

yourself. I have pointed to the importance of practical knowledge in being able to act on what one
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knows to be right. Nonetheless, self-knowledge is also important and liberating. To be able not just to 

blindly react to circumstance but to stop, reflect and come to an understanding of why one reacts as one 

does is at the same time to increase one’s range of options and to bring one’s behaviour under rational 

control. Likewise, to see the behaviour of a person within the larger picture is to give oneself choices 

about how to react to them, and to give oneself reasons for reacting in certain ways.

At a more fundamental level than reflecting on reactions, Spinoza’s conception, despite its lack of 

a ‘subject’, does, as I mentioned above, stress the importance of evaluating the self and its values. Like 

others within the Stoic tradition Spinoza operates with a conception of a higher self to which the actual 

or empirical self, with its baggage of memories, and dispositions may aspire. The higher self represents 

what I might become, existing as a potential within me. Freedom always lies in the direction of the 

higher self that one may hope to realise. The higher self embodies a person’s real interests and is what 

reason dictates that she should strive for. Thus, according to Goodman, Spinoza sees an action as 

belonging to an individual - as being her action - only to the extent that it helps to realise her higher 

self. Only to the extent, in other words, that it is free from whatever wrong, unreasonable, and thus, 

alien, characteristics are at work in her empirical self.

the fact that I am the author of an act in the common law sense that the event was 
uniquely modified by my participation does not imply my being the author of the same 
act in Spinoza’s sense. I am active or passive on a relative scale that depends not on the 
extent to which I momentarily appropriate a given choice, but on the extent to which 
that choice contributes to the formation of an identity which may never empirically be 
mine but which I would recognise as my best self if my ideas were adequate enough to 
allow me to perceive its virtuality within me.(Goodman 1987, p. 139)̂

Intuitions could be adduced both for and against Spinoza’s conception,^ and would, consequently, 

be indecisive. What should be decisive is that, allowing for the criticisms I have set out, Spinoza’s 

conception of freedom as consisting in reasonability and clarity of thought, within which one’s charac-

l.What allows us to describe an agent’s act as her act, instead of something that happens to her, is 
discussed in chapter 8.

2.Particularly the idea that there is a higher self: I return to this in the following chapter.
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ter, values and goals can be evaluated and revaluated is clearly one of deep and thorough self-control. It 

may not settle all the concerns of the libertarians, but it is positively streets ahead of the traditional 

Compatibilist conception of freedom as doing what you want regardless of what causes you to want 

what you want

It is worth mentioning again that the Stoic conception of freedom holds the key to the problem 

that Incompatibilists such as Van Inwagen have pressed against Compatibilists, that determinism makes 

everything we do the results of causal processes stretching back before we were bom and over which 

we could have had no control. If the causal patterns that lead to our acts and decisions are shaped or 

influenced by standards of reason, this puts us in control of them, or rather, in and through them. I will 

have more to say in the following chapter about how reason enables this.

I turn now from Spinoza to the conceptions of freedom of two later members of the Stoic tradi

tion: Kant and Hegel.
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KANT AND HEGEL

The Stoic conception of freedom as doing what is right and reasonable, rather than merely what 

you want, involves, as I have suggested, an idea of certain desires and wants as being extrinsic to the 

true or better self. The ability to act on desires that do not realise one’s better self does not give us 

freedom. The satisfaction of desires such as these can enslave.

The dependence of the Stoic conception on the notion of a true, or better, or higher self, which is 

different, or transcendent, or whatever, with respect to the ‘empirical self, might seem to pose prob

lems for it. An idea that is self-evident, or is at least distinct from other ideas, needs only to be accepted 

on its own merits: one that is derivative or dependent on another requires that further idea(s) be accept

ed as well. So much the worse, it might be said, for the Stoic conception of freedom, if the further idea 

it is dependent on is that there exists some mysterious better self that stands aloof from the self I am 

acquainted with. In that case the Stoic conception would have nothing to offer me: freedom would be 

reserved for my better self, wherever it hides.

The distinction between the empirical self, or, as I think it is more commonly known, ‘the person’, 

and the transcendent or true self, will be explored and clarified in this and the following chapter. That 

the Stoic conception of freedom depends on a conception of self, however, is not a problem that is 

peculiar to it: a conception of self is a necessary condition of any theory of free will.

Whether a thing is free or unfree must have a lot to do with the sort of thing it is. Prison walls for 

instance, can restrict the freedom of men and women. Spiders, birds and disembodied spirits, however, 

need not be troubled by them. Hume’s belief that freedom consists simply in being able to do what one 

consciously wills, no matter what that might be, is of a piece with his view that each of us is nothing, 

mentally speaking, over and above the collection of occurrent conscious items we can introspectively 

perceive. Descartes’s Incompatibilism, likewise, follows from his immaterial conception of self. Atten

tiveness to ideas of self that are implicit in conceptions of freedom has been erratic in Compatibilist
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arguments. The deficiencies of Humean and NeoHumean accounts of self are explored in chapters 7 

and 8, and the case made for a conception of self that reflects the ideas of the Stoic tradition.

In examining the development of the Stoic conception of freedom by Kant and Hegel, I begin with 

their respective conceptions of self.

Kant, Hegel and self

Descartes’s belief that he could know himself to be an unextended thinking substance, was, he 

imagined, an inference from the intuitively certain premises that thought is unextended and that one 

cannot doubt one’s own existence as a thinking being. Knowing that much, he thought, enabled him to 

infer his own essential nature. Hume attacked Descartes’s second premise, arguing that he at least had 

no impression of the thing referred to in it: the thinking being, as something over and above the discern

ible mental contents of memory, pain, attractions, ideas and so on. Self was nowhere to be found: if 

such a thing did exist, there was nothing one could know of it.

It was not long, however, before something like the Cartesian self was reaffirmed by Kant. The 

idea of self, he argued, is presupposed by the idea of consciousness: thinking about consciousness 

presupposes the self.

It must be possible for the T think’ to accompany all my representations; for otherwise 
something would be represented in me which could not be thought at all, and that is 
equivalent to saying that the representation would be impossible, or at least would be 
nothing to me ... the manifold representations, which are given in an intuition, would 
not be one and all my representations, if they did not all belong to one self- 
consciousness. As my representations (even if 1 am not conscious of them as such) they 
must conform to the condition under which alone they can stand together in one univer
sal self-consciousness, because otherwise they would not all without exception belong 
to me. (Kant 1933 (1787), B 132-3)

The idea of consciousness involves not only the notion of items of consciousness, but, necessarily, 

that those items are the contents of consciousness - that they are possessed. Self is that which possesses 

them.

Later philosophers have been more inclined to accept Kant’s argument for the idea of self than his 

account of it as something which if it exists at all does so beyond what we can experience, and perhaps
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is not subject to natural laws. Nevertheless, Kant’s account of self, despite its other worldliness, con

tains partial answers to some of the problems about self and about determinism, that I have been dis

cussing.

According to Kant, Descartes was not mistaken in believing the existence of self to be indivisible 

from thinking. His error was in imagining that he could know its essential nature. Hume had been right 

in this: self is not something that can be experienced. For Kant this places it beyond the realm of the 

phenomenal, i.e. beyond that to which categories can be applied, and therefore beyond experience. One 

cannot rightfully apply categories to self, as the application of those categories presupposes self as that 

which applies them. The unity of the contents of consciousness is, as Solomon remarks (Solomon 

1972), a formal condition of consciousness, and nothing can be inferred from that about soul or sub

stance, or any other term that treats self as an object

The unity of the contents of consciousness furthermore, is at one level, an analytical truth. It is, 

just as I have said, an indivisible aspect of the concept of consciousness. According to Kant, however, 

this analytical unity rests on a unity that is more than formal:

the empirical consciousness, which accompanies different representations, is in itself 
diverse and without relation to the identity of the subject. That relation comes about, 
not simply through my accompanying each representation with consciousness, but only 
in so far as I conjoin one representation with another, and am conscious of the synthesis 
of them. Only in so far, therefore, as I can unite a manifold of given representations in 
one consciousness y is it possible for me to represent to myself the identity of the con
sciousness in [i.e. throughout] these representations. In other words, the analytic unity 
of apperception is possible only under the presupposition of a certain synthetic 
unity.(/W,B 133)

The T think’ is, thus, not merely a formal unifying principle, but an activity. The conjunction of 

one representation with another is an accomplishment Self, in a sense, is that activity. It is an activity, 

however, to be sharply distinguished from the empirical self:

beyond this character of himself as a subject made up, as it is, of mere appearances he 
must suppose there to be something else which is its ground - namely, his Ego as this 
may be constituted in itself; and thus as regards mere perception and the capacity for 
receiving sensations he must count himself as belonging to the sensible world, but as 
regards whatever there may be in him of pure activity (whatever comes into conscious
ness, not through affection of the senses, but immediately) he must count himself as 
belonging to the intellectual world, of which, however, he knows nothing further. (Kant 
1948 (1785), p. 112)

As such, self in Kant’s sense certainly cannot be taken to mean what we mean by ‘person’. There
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is no settled and agreed account of the conditions of personhood (I discuss this in chapter 7), but it 

certainly includes, without prejudice to anything else, character (i.e. a person's dispositions to think and 

behave in certain characteristic ways) and also memory. These are constituents of the person that are, in 

a certain sense, objects of consciousness. Whatever the relationship, then, between ‘self, in Kant's 

sense, and the person, they are not commensurate.

According to Solomon, however, Kant fails to adhere to his own injunction against treating self as 

a kind of object

Kant's free use of the pronouns "my" and "mine" throughout the critique makes it quite 
clear that the "I think" is a personal "I think": there is one such subject per 
person.(Solomon 1972, p. 146)

And, just as Solomon, following Hegel, points out

the individuation of the "I think" as a personal "I think" presupposes the categories just 
as surely as do the paralogisms. Individuation requires the discussion of the quantitative 
categories of unity and plurality just as surely as do Kant's rejected theses that the "I" is 
non-composite, simple, and so on. (Ibid., pp. 146-147)

Geist

Hegel's concept of Geist according to Solomon, has a similar function to that of Kant's ‘transcen

dental ego', except that in not using words like ‘ego' and ‘I' he avoids any confusion in which such 

terms are wrongly thought of as referring to individual persons. Geist is ‘I think' freed from any associ

ation with the individual person.

For Hegel, the transcendental ego, as Geist, is a literally general or universal con
sciousness, as it ought to have been for Kant. Hegel’s Geist is Kant's ego without the 
unwarranted claim that there is one ego per person. Geist is simply the underlying 
unifying principle of consciousness and, at the same time, the underlying rational will 
"behind" all practical reason and acûon.(Ibid., p. 148)

What this means is far from clear. It seems as if the search for a possessing self has produced 

something so remote from it as to suggest that there has been a pronounced deviation somewhere along 

the line. Solomon does not help matters when he suggests that
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Kant’s "consciousness in general", with its necessary "I think", is forced to become 
universal Geist, no longer stating the laws necessary for any consciousness but also 
stating that every consciousness is transcendentally indistinguishable from every other. 
{Ibid., p. 148)

It hardly seems as if a consciousness that is transcendentally indistinguishable from every other 

could function as possessor of an individual set of mental contents that are separate from any other set, 

and yet this was a principle reason for trying to arrive at a clear conception of self. And what exactly is 

meant by an ‘underlying unifying principle of consciousness’?

In what follows I make no pretence of a faithful exegesis of what Hegel means by Geist. My aim 

is rather to interrogate Hegel and others for solutions to problems about the consequences of determin

ism and beliefs that we are free selves. If I succeed in that while failing to give a faithful account of 

Hegel’s thought (or anyone else’s), I will have been successful in my main endeavour. What I will try 

to do is to set out what Hegel might have had in mind, on the basis of what makes sense to me. ̂

What has been said so far is that Geist is not the empirical self, that it is not an object, but an activ

ity, that it is not something of which there is one per person, that it is a unifying principle of conscious

ness, and that it is ‘the underlying rational will behind all practical reason and action’.  ̂Solomon also 

remarks that

Geist is the "universal in action", as the "I think" is the unifying activity of employing 
universal concepts (or reason and of the understanding). The only sense in which the "I 
think" exists is the sense in which it knows of itself or is "reference-to-self’. Geist is 
"being-for-itself", and its existence and its knowledge of its existence are the 
samt.(Ibid., p. 142)

Geist can thus be taken as a kind of organising activity: an organising activity that is the necessary

l.Nor do I intend to suggest, as some philosophers have been apt to do, that what does not make 
sense to me does not make sense tout court.

2.Hegel, unlike Kant, is entitled to talk about what Geist is, because he, unlike Kant, does not 
deny that it can be an object of knowledge: only that it is not an object in the sense of being a thing or 
an item. Hegel’s Geist is no more noumenal than the number 5.
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form of consciousness in general. It is universal, not in the sense of being a sort of super mind,^ but in 

being something that is the essential feature of every individual consciousness. There is not one per 

person just because it is an activity: a universal activity.

Hegel and functionalism

We can come closer to an understanding of Hegel’s conception of Geist, by comparing it to a 

more familiar doctrine in contemporary philosophical literature: the functionalist theory of mind (cf. 

Block 1978, Churchland 1988, Dennett 1981a, Fodor 1991, Lewis 1991, Putnam 1975a and b, 1991, 

Searle 1990). Functionalists characterise the mental as involving functional input-output relationships 

between various mental states, bodily behaviour and effects of the environment on the body . Mental 

states are to be identified by the functional roles they have in relation to other mental states, physical 

stimuli and behaviour. The totality of these functional states can be described as 'a complex economy 

of internal states mediating sensory inputs and behavioural outputs’.(Churchland 1988, p. 36)

According to Churchland (1988) and Block (1978) the relations functionalists specify between 

mental states, environmental inputs and behavioural outputs, are causal. According to Honderich on the 

other hand

They are what can be called logical, conceptual, or formal relations rather than causal 
relations. They are typified by the relations whose extended statement consists in a 
machine table, or flow chart, or computer programme. A table, chart, or programme, in 
this sense, is not a tape or a disc but a sequence of propositions, which is to say abstract 
objects. (Honderich op cit., pp. 74-75)

He goes on to cite the words of two functionalists according to whom functionalism is

the emerging view of the mind as software or programme-as an abstract sort of thing 
whose identity is independent of any particular physical embodiment.(/biV/., p. 75)

That mind is a formal and functional system which can be characterised independently of any

1.Which is not to say that there is no such notion in Hegel’s thought
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particular physical system, has been argued by critics of functionalism to have counter-intuitive conse

quences. Block (1978) has famously suggested, that the functional characterisation of mind could be 

realised by the population of China, connected up with each other by two-way radio, and to a robot 

body, each having been given instructions about what to do in response to particular ‘inputs’.

In fact the dichotomy between the view that functionalism defines mental states causally and 

Honderich’s claim that it does not, can be resolved if we consider the case of a computer programme. 

To be instantiated (thus to fulfil its function), a programme must actually be run by a computer (what

ever physical construction the computer happens to have). As a physical process, taking place in space 

and time, the programme is subject to causality, and would be inoperative without it. But the relation

ships between the elements of the programme, that make it what it is and enable it to carry out its func

tion, will not be causal but logical, and possibly arithmetical. A description of the function of the pro

gramme furthermore, will be teleological rather than causal in character, and the end will be general 

and abstract

To run, therefore, a computer programme must obey both physical and non-physical laws. Indeed, 

it must satisfy non-physical laws simply to be a programme. It is also possible to think of mental states 

in this way. Likewise an occurrent process of practical reasoning may be thought to embody a causal 

sequence, but at the same time, qua practical reason, it must satisfy certain formal requirements, for 

instance, that it has some end in mind, for which means are considered, and that the selection of means 

will be determined according to their optimality in realising the desired end - subject to other require

ments like the moral desirability of the means. In other words, in order for a piece of practical reasoning 

actually to be a piece of practical reasoning it must obey certain non-causal formal requirements. \

l.Not all mental relations, on the functionalist view, are characterisable as non-causal in Honder
ich’s sense. Pain, according to Churchland,

characteristically results from some bodily damage or trauma; it causes distress, annoy
ance, and practical reasoning aimed at relief; and it causes wincing, blanching, and 
nursing of the traumatized area. Any state that plays exactly that functional role is a 
pain, according to functionalism.(Churchland 1988, p. 36)

The relations Churchland mentions are causal, and while it might be argued that what is being stipulat
ed are formal requirements that must be satisfied if something is to count as a pain, in this case they are 
clearly/orma/ requirements of causal relations.
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Hegel’s concept of Geist can be seen to parallel the functionalist account of the mind in a few 

important respects. First, it is a formal requirement of consciousness: it is the unifying principle that 

allows the contents of a mind to be its contents. As a formal requirement or set of formal requirements, 

it is what it is regardless of whether it is instantiated. Thus, like a computer programme, it is not a par

ticular object, and nor is it a super object: it is a formal process. And again like a programme, when 

instantiated it is a form of activity: an organising activity. A typical part of that activity, we might 

imagine, is mediating sensory inputs and behavioural outputs. Thus Geist may usefully be likened to a 

programme: a formal organising activity that is a necessary unifying basis of consciousness.^

Self and reason

Two further features of Geist are that it embodies reason, and that it is self-conscious. But if in 

itself Geist is nothing, what is there for it to be conscious of? Merely an activity? In a sense yes, but to 

recognise self ch* Geist as an activity that organises and unifies the mind, is to recognise oneself as being 

subject to rational control. The knowledge creates a world of possibilities for self-realisation: of control 

over oneself, and one’s relations with other things and other people. To be self-conscious is to be a 

subject with a capacity to consciously and rationally control one’s life, which Spinoza’s substance, 

despite its absolute freedom from alien causes, could be taken as lacking.

That Geist embodies reason, or is subject to it, again echoes Kant’s conception of transcendental 

self. To be subject to reason, according to Kant, is to place oneself beyond the dictates of natural law. 

The empirical self in being part of the natural world is heteronomous (subject to external control), and 

therefore unfree. Kant, in this much at least, is an Incompatibilist. Indeed, he is, in a sense, a hard 

determinism he believes that a sufficiently thorough and penetrating study of empirical psychology will 

show that all acts of will form parts of causal series, and are therefore not responsible. He also believes.

l.A possible difference between Hegel’s conception of Geist and the functionalist account of mind 
concerns Dennett’s and Hofstadter’s talk of the mind as being an abstract sort of thing whose identity is 
independent of any particular physical embodiment (quoted by Honderich above). For Hegel the identi
ty of Geist would be given by its function within consciousness, and consciousness for him is intention
al. In itself Geist is nothing, just as an organising activity is nothing without the things it organises.
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however, that the contradiction, as he sees it, between natural causality and moral responsibility, is 

capable of resolution in principle.

Will is a kind of causality belonging to living beings so far as they are rational. Free
dom would then be the property this causality has of being able to work independently 
of determination by alien causes; just as natural necessity is a property characterising 
the causality of all non-rational beings - the property of being determined to activity by 
the influence of alien causes.(Kant op cit. y p. 107)

If Kant regards the empirical self as subject to natural necessity, and as the causes that determine 

the empirical self to action are not all alien in the sense of being physically external to the person, he 

must follow Spinoza in regarding causes at work within the empirical self as being alien in virtue of 

having their source outside the self. To be free from natural causes, however, is merely a negative 

definition of freedom; a negative definition that leads, Kant argues, to a positive conception:

freedom of the will, although it is not the property of conforming to laws of nature, is 
not for this reason lawless: it must rather be a causality conforming to immutable laws, 
though of a special kind; for otherwise a free will would be self-contradictory. Natural 
necessity, as we have seen, is a heteronomy of efficient causes; for every effect is 
possible only in conformity with the law that something else determines the efficient 
cause to causal action. What else then can freedom of the will be but autonomy - that is, 
the property which will has of being a law to itself? {Ibid.)

Here Kant is making the familiar Compatibilist point that a lawless activity would be random or 

capricious, and that this is incompatible with the wilTs rational and purposive capacity. The law to 

which the will conforms must, he believes, be self-imposed. To be self-imposed it must be determined 

solely by the dictates of reason^ and reason is not subject to natural causality:

we cannot possibly conceive of a reason as being consciously directed from outside in 
regard to its judgments; for in that case the subject would attribute the determination of 
his power of judgment, not to his reason, but to an impulsion. Reason must look on 
itself as the author of its own principles independently of alien influences. Therefore as 
practical reason, or as the will of a rational being, it must be regarded by itself as free; 
that is, the will of a rational being can be a will of his own only under the Idea of free
dom, and such a will must therefore - from a practical point of view - be attributed to 
all rational beings.(/W., p. 109)

What Kant appears to be saying here is that when we are faced with determining what our judg-

I.Principally that of non-contradiction.
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merits and actions should be, we can only do so through our own powers of reason. But if we experi

ence nothing that determines or guides reason in us, we can only look to its principles to guide us. Thus, 

whether or not freedom has any real basis, as rational beings we must suppose ourselves in our actions 

to be acting under the idea of freedom.

I have already shown why it is that we are forced to rely on ourselves, and therefore on our own 

powers of reason in making decisions, in chapter 3, and that this is logically compatible with believing 

that one’s choices are causally determined. Kant, however, like Galen Strawson, was apt to regard the 

apparent experience of having to make one’s own choices as tantamount to acting under an idea or 

belief that one’s choices are uncaused. The sixty four thousand dollar question for Kant, therefore, is 

that regardless that we must act under the idea of freedom, if all our actions can in principle be shown 

to be the outcomes of causal antecedents, how can we, by his Incompatibilist reckoning, be free? This 

brings us back to his conception of transcendental self. We cannot know this self since if it exists at all 

it is beyond experience*. Although we cannot know the noumenal, however, according to Kant the idea 

of it is intelligible to us, and we can conceive of ourselves as belonging to it. We can do so because of 

our powers of reason, or rather, 'Reason’(as Kant might say).
( J  û  v '  -' '

Reason, for Kant, is a capacity to elaborate concepts that have no basis or application in the sensi

ble world. Reason, therefore, is spontaneous and undetermined by the causal laws of the sensible world, 

and our possession of it enables us to conceive of ourselves as belonging to the intelligible world and as 

being ‘under laws which, being independent of nature, are not empirical but have their ground in reason 

alone’ (Ibid, p. 113).

This distinction between self considered as part of the sensible world (objective self) and self 

considered as part of the intelligible world (subjective self), enables Kant to ‘resolve’ the contradiction 

between free will and determinism into a dualism of objective sensuous experience on the one hand and 

moral experience on the other. Intelligible sensuous experience presupposes the application of a priori 

synthetic categories of understanding such as causality; moral experience présupposes that reason 

determines the will while being undetermined itself. The two sides of this dualism are resolved into the

1. According to the argument I advanced in Chapter 4, of course, the idea of knowing the noume
nal self, or the noumenal anything, is senseless.
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transcendental faculty of reason.

Free will and natural law

Hegel while rejecting Kant’s individuated conception of the transcendental self, does, according to 

Schacht (1972), retain his belief that free will, in the most important sense, cannot be determined by 

natural causal law, but must be determined by laws of reason. On the other hand he flatly rejects any 

Incompatibilist libertarian notions of free will as a capacity to have done otherwise than one did, given 

the same causal antecedents.

The genuinely free will, which includes free choice as suspended, is conscious to itself 
that its content is intrinsically firm and fast, and knows it at the same time to be thor
oughly its own. A will, on the contrary, which remains standing on the grade of option, 
even supposing it does decide in favour of what is in important right and true, is always 
haunted by the conceit that it might, if it had so pleased, have decided in favour of the 
reverse course.(Hegel 1975,145)

Again like Spinoza and Kant and other members of the self-perfection tradition, Hegel regards 

empirical causes, as such, including those taking place within the mind, as alien: as having their source 

in conditions that predate the individual’s existence. Schacht suggests that Hegel regards reason as a 

thinking being’s essential nature, and that freedom lies in acting in accordance with that essential na

ture.

In the Aristotelian notion of development in accordance with a law of one’s own essen
tial nature, and in the Spinozistic notion of freedom as action in accordance with the 
same, Hegel saw the idea of a kind of action that did not require the assumption of the 
existence of uncaused events, but at the same time answered to the description of 
independence of external agency. Such action alone, he felt, could truly be said to be 
self-determined, and therefore free.(Schacht 1972, p. 299)

Just as Hegel rejects Kant’s location of the transcendental self in a world beyond nature, he like

wise rejects the idea of freedom as belonging to such a world. Instead, according to Schacht, Hegel 

does not regard laws of nature as governing the whole of phenomenal reality. Because Kant does regard 

the whole of phenomenal reality as being governed by laws of nature he is forced to regard freedom as 

alien to it. He views the laws of reason as purely formal, i.e. as lacking in fixed content. Any content 

for the laws would have to come from the world of phenomenal reality: would have to be tied to the
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utility of social institutions, or some such. The law for Kant is given by the purely formal principle that 

the maxim governing an action must be universalisible without contradiction. As Hegel argues, just 

about any maxim could be thus universalised.

The absence of property contains in itself just as little contradiction as the non
existence of this or that nation, family, &c., or the death of the whole human race. But 
if it is already established on other grounds and presupposed that property and human 
life are to exist and be respected, then indeed it is a contradiction to commit theft or 
murder; a contradiction must be a contradiction of something, i.e. some content presup
posed from the start as a fixed principle.^(Hegel 1952a, 135)

The laws of reason, according to Hegel, must be reasonable not only in form but in content as 

well. Without this the real content of the law would be supplied by whatever natural inclination hap

pened to govern the agent’s maxim. Kant is well aware of the problem that any action requires a mo

tive, and that motives are located in the natural law governed phenomenal world. His answer to the 

problem is the non-material motive of ‘reverence for the law’ (cf. Kant 1948 (1785), pp. 100-101). Far 

from resolving the problem, however, this is really no more than a place saver for a solution. Kant 

concedes that every action can in principle be shown to have a necessary and sufficient natural motive. 

A non-material motive would therefore be otiose.

Kant’s attempt to locate self and free will outside the empirical world is misconceived in two 

important ways, according to Hegel. The first reason has already been mentioned: it is that the world is 

not wholly governed, or, rather, not governed in all its features, by natural law. The second reason is 

that since self in itself is nothing, by divesting it of all natural content Kant puts it in control over noth

ing. This begins to sound dangerously ‘Hegelian’: What does it mean?

To begin with: what does it mean to say that the world is not wholly governed by natural law? 

According to Schacht Hegel did not wish to assume the existence of uncaused events: he is no libertar

ian. The only alternative to this would be the notion that while nothing may exist that is uncaused, not 

all that exists, and not all that happens, is entirely explained by talk of causes. This is particularly true

1.Hegel is not entirely right in this: what is fixed and indeed contradicted in the universalisation of 
Kant’s maxim governing theft, is the intention of the thief to enrich herself. However, if another maxim 
is adopted (e.g. ‘I will work to undermine the institution of property’ or ‘I will steal only when in direst 
need, and even then only in the third Sunday in May of every fourth leap year’) a contradiction need not 
necessarily arise (cf. Norman 1983, p. 108).

108



of human beings and human society. To take an example to which Hegel famously devoted a good deal 

of attention: the state. Hegel takes the state to be an embodiment of reason. He has been greatly rebuked 

for having said so: for reasons having partly to do with an improper usage of the term ‘reason’. To say 

that the state embodies reason, however, is not as quaint a notion as it first appears.

Reason, state and society

The Philosophy o f Right is probably not an endorsement of the ideal state that is set out in its 

pages (which is not to say that he would not have endorsed it). It can better be understood as an exami

nation of the logical form of a particular entity: the modem nation state'. This is, of course, the sort of 

thing that is apt to set some philosophers into a rage of righteous indignation (notably Popper). But the 

idea of a logical form of the modem state is not so difficult to swallow: even to those most inclined to 

eschew any notion of reason or pattem in history. There were, by the time Hegel wrote the Philosophy 

of Right, a small collection of powerful nation states. They were by no means alike, but they possessed 

enough characteristics (well defined territorial boundaries, identifiable national interests informing 

foreign policy, one national language, and so on) in common, for them to be grouped under a defining 

term. Even in areas where no nation state existed, men were at work attempting to bring new ones into 

being. Accwding to Hegel’s way of thinking these states would not just have happened, contingently, to 

have had such characteristics: they would have had them essentially. In other words, they were what 

they were, and were becoming what they were becoming, in virtue of those essential characteristics. 

The nation state has, according to Hegel, an inner logical form that defines it and govems its develop

ment Hegel, thus, compares his enterprise in the Philosophy of Right with that of Plato’s Republic. For 

Hegel, Plato was not, as people have imagined, the architect of a utopia. What he did instead was to 

trace out the ideal form of Athenian ethical and political life, thus to strip away what was contingent 

and irrational in it from what was essential and reasonable.

In this way social reality, at least, can be thought of as obeying laws that are not laws of nature.

l.I owe this understanding of Hegel’s approach to Kimberly Hutchings.
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i.e. not well expressed as laws of cause and effect. It consists in wholes or totalities that have logical 

forms governing their identities and development. A similar idea is expressed in Peter Winch’s defence 

of ‘methodological essentialism’ (Winch 1958). Against Poppers’ claim that any social institution 

consists of no more than the individuals who belong to it behaving in certain ways, Winch argues that 

the behaviour of individuals is governed by the ideas they have about social institutions. An army, for 

example, cannot adequately be characterised as just a collection of individuals, since in order for it to be 

an army the soldiers who comprise it must have ideas about what an army is and what being in one 

involves, and an understanding of the rules governing their place within it. Much the same can be said 

of any social institution or practice: they cannot adequately be characterised by cause and effect, and 

thus there is more to what govems them than cause and effect.

Returning to the state, to say that there is a logical or conceptual form of the modern state that 

govems its development and without which it would not be the modem state, is not, by any means, to 

show that in itself it is reasonable^ or for that matter, desirable. If we concur with Hume that it is not 

contrary to reason to prefer the destmction of the world to the scratching of a little Anger, it is diffîcult 

to see what is reasonable about any existent, let alone a state.

One sense in which Hegel might regard the state as reasonable derives from the conservative tradi

tion of seeing wisdom in existing traditions and social institutions, and in their gradual evolution. Their 

wisdom is thought to consist in their optimality in securing the welfare of the people (or some fraction 

thereof), or at least that they function towards that end. Leaving aside the question of the degree to 

which Hegel can properly be regarded as a conservative thinker, he certainly did agree with some 

conservatives in seeing the citizens of a state, the state itself, and social institutions as interdependent. 

The citizens of a state, for Hegel, are, in a sense, its creations: products of the ethical community of 

which it is also a necessary part. For Hegel a people can only have welfare and freedom in a state that is 

in some way appropriate to them, given the ethical and cultural system that has stamped them. To the 

extent that the state is able to fulAl the interests of its citizens then, it can be said to embody reason. 

And likewise, to the extent that social institutions such as property, the family, etc., are able to fulfil 

people’s interests, then they also embody reason.

On the other hand, the capacity to fulfil people’s interests is probably too restrictive an account of 

how the state and other institutions might be thought to embody reason, or rather, it is too vague. The
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ends that are pursued by governments, institutions, various other collectivities, and individuals, are so 

diverse that to group them all under the heading ‘interests’ serves no useful purpose (save perhaps to 

deny validity to some of them, or to introduce a ranking among them, by defining ‘interests’ in such a 

way as to exclude certain ends). Reason, as a faculty, is what enables us to determine ends, to analyse 

them, to work out means for their achievement, to evaluate those means, and to evaluate the ends as 

well. It is a faculty not only of problem solving, but of problem determining. Those things are not the 

work of Robinson Crusoes. The ends people adopt and pursue are not created from thin air, but given 

and conditioned by the sociohistorical contexts in which people find themselves, and the same is true of 

the means that people work out to secure them. The problems that people set themselves and the solu

tions they find to those problems are bound up with the social contexts in which they live.

The claim that reason is embodied in social institutions, can be understood, therefore, as a claim 

that reason as a process is not simply a form of instrumental calculation going on in millions of individ

ual heads, but involves the conditions that lead people to pursue particular ends, that conditions the way 

they think about those ends and how to go about achieving them, and provides the means of achieving 

them. Understood in this way, Hegel’s claim is not that reason is embodied in social institutions as if it 

were some sort of intrinsic property to be discovered in them. Instead it is a recognition that the struc

ture within which anyone reasons is their society, and that the solutions to the problems they reason 

about are to be found in that.

What this means in terms of solutions to social problems is that they are to be found within exist

ing conditions and not in utopian plans that would rewrite society from top to bottom without regard to 

how it is. What it means in terms of personal ambitions and goals is that these should also be pursued 

within social institutions. Above all for Hegel, this seems to have meant that they should be pursued in 

one’s duties and obligations to communities, especially, perhaps, to the state and service to it.

We might, as Marx certainly did, take a less sanguine view of the fulfilment and freedom to be 

found in service to the state, and the degree to which it truly ‘embodies reason’, as opposed to its being 

in the service of a particular set of interests. That does not, however, invalidate the general point about 

the relationship between reason and social institutions and groupings. There is reason to be found in 

these things, in the form of contexts for thinking about problems and in the form of the materials for the 

resolution of problems.
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It does not follow from this that any conceivable goal or ambition can be fulfilled within these 

social contexts, no matter how undesirable or irrational it might be; nor the solution to any problem, no 

matter how unreal it might be. Only what can be counted as reasonable goals and real problems could 

be thus resolved. The sociohistorical context places limits on what can be counted as real or reasonable. 

Here again Hume would demur: reason, for him, could have no place in the determination of ends. This 

is surely wrong: the simple fact of being human renders certain ends and activities as unreasonable for 

me. According to Hegel, being a self-conscious agent does likewise.

Reasonability of ends

Hume is no doubt right in claiming that there is nothing contrary to reason as such in preferring 

the destruction of the world to the scratching of a little finger, and nothing contrary to reason as such in 

having any conceivable state of affairs. It would be another matter, however, to say that there would be 

nothing unreasonable or irrational if I, qua thinking human being, were to prefer the destruction of the 

world over the scratching of my little finger.

Philippa Foot has argued (Foot 1967a), that there are conceptual constraints on what sorts of thing 

evaluative terms can be attached to. Thus it is a requirement of what is meant by the word 'dangerous' 

that any state of affairs it is applied to, be threatening to the life or health of some person or some thing. 

Likewise, you could not meaningfully describe yourself as ‘proud* that it is snowing, since that is not 

something you could have control over. There are also constraints on the sorts of thing that can count, 

without further information, as the ends of morality: a person who believes clasping and unclasping her 

hands three times every hour to be the ultimate good, would have to supply us with an explanation of 

how this could be so, or be regarded as having failed to have properly understood what is meant by the 

words ‘ultimate good*.

Foot argues that the conceptual constraints on pro-evaluative terms like ‘good’ and ‘desirable* are 

such as to rule out things that harm one’s health or one’s interests - conceived more widely - being 

counted, ceteris parabus, as good or desirable. As such anyone has what it is reasonable to describe as 

an objective motive for regarding their health and interests as desirable. Not to regard these as desirable, 

ceteris parabus, would require that one is confused or irrational. If it is unreasonable not to regard one’s

112



health and interests as desirable, then reason clearly can play a role in evaluating goals, i.e. in determin

ing whether they are really in one’s best interests. It also has an important role to play in judging them 

according to one’s values (cf. chapter 9).

This should not be taken as an argument for the objectivity of values or virtues, where what that 

means is, for example, that it is a fact that meekness is good, or that it is true that Algernon should not 

desert his ailing mother. Much has been thought and written about whether values are the sort of thing 

one can know or count as true or false in the same way we can know whether it is raining and count that 

true or false. Without becoming embroiled in an argument that has little light to shed on problems of 

free will and determinism, there is one short and straightforward reason for thinking that values cannot 

be counted as true or false. If it is raining outside, or if the prime minister resigns, we can all agree that 

these are facts, because there is little that will cause us to disagree about them, and there are agreed 

remedies if disagreements do arise. This may be owed in part to our having a largely uniform species 

sensory system and also to various necessities of social living. However that may be, we have nothing 

remotely like this sort of agreement when it comes to rights and wrongs. There is much in the field of 

morality about which fail to agree, and no agreed means for definitely remedying disagreements. Scien

tific propositions stand somewhere between the unanimity about everyday facts and discord about 

morality. The scientific community has various common understandings and professionally imposed 

‘agreements’ about what is to count as true or false, but we know well enough now that these break 

down from time to time. The scientific community moreover, is only a fraction of humanity, and there 

are many who will, for various reasons, refuse to acknowledge its authority (theoretically, if not practi

cally). This accounts for the scepticism that some philosophers have shown towards ‘theoretical enti

ties’ as against those that can be perceived by the unaided senses, and also for those who rank scientific 

objects alongside everyday ones (or even higher) in comparison to the dubious claims of morality. It is 

possible that the fact/value distinction I have outlined, could be traced to some deeper ontological 

divide, but if so there is no need of it here. Oughts and ought-nots have no non-question-begging truth 

values: they cannot be known as true or false.

It would be unfortunate for the conception of freedom as doing what is right and reasonable, there

fore, if it were to imply a commitment to objectivity of values in the sense of their being true or false.
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As I shall show, it does not.^

What Foot’s argument makes clear is that, even if there is no ‘in principle’ means of reaching 

unanimity in moral matters, there are limits to what can intelligibly and reasonably be regarded as good 

or bad. There is no fact of the matter about whether virginity is a virtue, but there are conceptual limits 

to what can be taken as a good in the absence of background information or explanation. Those limits 

are such as to rule out, ceteris parabus^ dangers to health being counted as good or desirable. The ceter

is parabus clause is important here: a course of action that endangers health might be the right one in 

some circumstances. The circumstances then have to be explained. It cannot be that actions that endan

ger health can reasonably be counted good without further explanation.

If it were open to anyone to count anything as good, without explanation or justification, then 

reason would indeed have no part to play in judging of ends. But it is not open to anyone to count just 

anything as good tout court. There are limits on what a self-conscious human agent can count as good. 

Nor is any of us just a self-conscious human agent. As we fill in the details of a person’s situation, there 

will be more limits on what she could count as good without explanation. Any end or goal that may 

come up for her consideration furthermore, must be judged against her system of values.^

An agent is obliged when considering goods and ends, therefore, to consider their reasonability in 

light of her own situation and value system. No choice can be stamped ‘unreasonable’ in the abstract: to 

determine a choice’s reasonability we must look to what things we value, and to other features of our 

lives. But neither can all conceivable choices be regarded as capable of being judged as good in the 

abstract. To say that clasping and unclasping one’s hands three times an hour, is capable, in the abstract, 

of being judged good comes to no more than saying that, unlikely though it may seem, for all we know 

there might be reasons forjudging it to be a good thing to do in certain situations.^ Whether there are 

such reasons or situations we do not know, and we do not know, therefore, that this could be called

l.See Wolf (1990) for the view that freedom depends on moral realism.

2.The importance of an agent’s system of values is discussed in chapter eight. 

3 .As a kind of religious ritual for instance.
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good/

Since no choice or end can be stamped unreasonable in the abstract, but must be determined by an 

agent according to her own situation and value system, what may be reasonable for one person may be 

unreasonable for another. What is reasonable or unreasonable will be a matter of individual judgment 

within a social, geographical and historical (therefore moral and political) context. It follows also, that 

an action that would be free for one person, could be unfree if done by another. What we nowadays call 

an 'open* attitude to sex may be liberating for most of us, but would have been insufferable, even 

incomprehensible, for others. It does not follow that differing value judgments imply differing judg

ments about what counts as free. A person’s actions are free only providing that she determines that 

they are right and reasonable by using her own capacity to think it through: we may disagree with her 

value judgments, but not that she chooses freely on the basis of them.

Freedom and community

We have established, therefore, that it is intelligible to describe some ends as unreasonable. It is 

one’s reasonable ends that Hegel thinks one can hope to fulfil, or discover the means to fulfilling, 

within one’s society, its institutions and collectivities. Because of this they can be said to embody 

reason. While we may not want to place the emphasis on the state as the main embodiment of reason in 

society, and may even wish to reject it altogether, there is yet a final sense in which, for Hegel, the state 

can be said to embody reason.

The greatest interest a citizen can have, according to Hegel, is in being free. To be free, is, as we 

have seen, to act according to reason. Hegel regards the modem nation state, more than any other social 

formation before, has having increased the ability of its citizens to act in accordance with reason: to be 

truly self-determining. It has arguably achieved this in various ways. For one thing, it has brought 

reason to the fore as a feature of political life, more so than older political forms, by limiting the capri

cious, self-interested and irrational actions and designs of mlers and officials (although it has certainly

l.It defeats the imagination to think of it as the highest good.
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not eliminated them). In this, we may suppose, it serves as a model for the behaviour of its citizens. It 

allows its citizens rights against it, with the consequence that people no longer have it as their duty and 

place in life to blindly obey the dictates of their rulers without thought or question. In having rights that 

they can press against the state, people are given an impetus to regard themselves as free agents, with 

the capacity to determine themselves in their actions towards the state, and to reflect on themselves as 

bearers of rights and duties. The state might be said, therefore, to embody reason in increasing the 

capabilities of its citizens to use theirs, and to do so self-consciously. While that may not be as persua

sive a reason as Hegel might have supposed, for allying oneself with one's own particular state, it 

certainly stands as a reason for allying oneself with the maintenance of rights within the state, and for 

opposing states in which rights are not respected.'

Returning now, to the matter of what differences exist between Kant and Hegel over how the will 

is to be free. Hegel as we have seen, rejects Kant’s conception of the moral law as being purely formal. 

He holds that reason must determine not only the form, but also the content of the law. Otherwise the 

will that acts in accordance with the moral law will be determined solely by natural impulse. Hegel 

seeks the content of the moral law in social institutions such as property, the family and the state: insti

tutions that embody reason. The agent can act in accordance with reason by identifying herself with the 

ethical community, its laws and institutions, and by fulfilling her duties within them.

In saying this, Hegel does not advocate acting in accordance with reason by default, so to speak. 

He does not, that is, think passively following the laws and customs of a community is sufficient to be 

free, just because those laws and customs embody reason. To do that would not be to act in accordance 

with reason, but to act in accordance with custom: to leave others to do your reasoning for you. Reason 

is neither a narrow faculty of calculation nor a purely objective property waiting to be discovered: it is a 

feature of active engagement with the world.

Allowing then, that Hegel takes freedom to be incompatible with living the life of a sheep, does 

his account succeed in placing the agent beyond the dominion of natural causation? In a sense yes, and

1.Modem nation states have been much more diverse in their respect for rights than Hegel seems 
to have anticipated. It could still be argued, however, that they are the best framework for developing 
and defending rights that there has so far been
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in a sense no. That an agent might choose to try to identify herself, her desires, and her will, with her 

responsibilities and duties in an ethical community, clearly does not mean that she acts without a natu

ral motive. To suggest otherwise would be to revert to the Kantian attempt to be free of one’s natural 

self. What it does mean is that her natural motive is one that she has reflected on, which has been 

guided by reason, and which she has rationally chosen.

In choosing to identify herself with what is right and good, the agent learns to be motivated by 

that, and to experience pleasure and fulfilment in it. This turns Hume’s claim that reason is the slave of 

the passions on its head. By evaluating one’s goals according to whether they are reasonable and good, 

one learns to control and determine one’s passions. The thought echoes Aristotle’s doctrine that the 

passions are not opposed or alien to reason, but can be more or less reasonable, and should be trained to 

be more reasonable. To will and act in accord with reason, therefore, involves bringing reason and 

control into the causal sequence in place of blind contingency.

On this view the agent’s goal of fulfilling her responsibilities and duties within an ethical commu

nity, will have been one that she has rationally evaluated, and found to be reasonable for her as a ration

al human agent. In fact this is too abstract and general a description of the way people can and do 

choose to do what is right and reasonable for them. A person would not choose solely on the basis of 

being a rational human agent, although that would certainly underpin her choice, but on the basis of 

what she knows of herself as a person, her strengths, capabilities and potentialities, together with her 

circumstances, but especially what things she values.

‘But that still doesn’t make us contra-causally free’

Returning to the question of how it is that acting in accordance with reason enables one to free 

oneself of blind obedience to natural law, suppose that Incompatibilists now reply that indeed, there is 

much that is important in what Hegel and other members of the Stoic tradition have had to say about 

freedom - particularly in providing a way out of blind obedience to the effects of circumstances that 

existed before one’s birth -, but it nevertheless remains the case that if determinism is true, it is inevita

ble that one person acquires this sort of freedom, and that another does not. What had to happen, had to 

happen. Certainly this is so. We would still, undeniably, lack that freedom to have done differently than
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we did, given all the causal antecedents that led to this. Is there no more to be said?

Suppose that I acquire the sort of self control that is valued in the Stoic tradition, and I am able to 

choose and act in according to what I judge to be right and good\ Say then that someone is confronted 

with a decision about something in which there are only two courses of action: the right and rational 

course, and the wrong and irrational course. She makes the right decision, and this is both a product and 

an exemplification of her being possessed, in a profound sense, of free will. In that instance she would 

have chosen what a rational, self-conscious and truly free agent would have chosen. Of course, she is 

subject to natural law, and therefore it was inevitable that she did what she did. But say then that she 

had not been subject to natural law, and that she could have chosen freely, in the Incompatibilist sense. 

Even then if she were a truly free agent her choice would have to be the same. To choose wrongly is not 

to choose freely. If I, as a deterministic agent, make the choice that any one possessed of free will 

would rationally make, regardless of whether they are subject to natural causality, then in that case I 

am, in a special sense, *firee’ of natural law. I am free of it in the sense that my being subject to it makes 

no difference to my having made a free choice. Conversely, the libertarian frction of a capacity to make 

uncaused choices, makes no difference to whether its possessor is free here: if she makes the right 

choice she is free, if she makes the wrong choice she is unfree.^

It is worth stressing again here, the importance of the conception of self we operate with in at

tempting to determine what it is to be free. Hegel’s Geist is an organising activity embodying reason. 

To act in accordance with reason is to act according to the essential nature of self or Geist. A substantial 

self such as Descartes’s could be enslaved if it were included in the natural causal series, but self that is 

no more than a formally defined activity embodying reason will not be. Any action or choice involving 

or issuing from reason (in other words any action or choice for which I have good reasons) issues, eo 

ipso, from self. Reason has the capacity to convert a natural causal sequence into the free actions of

1.Taking into account all the qualifications about what is meant by ‘right and good’ that have been 
made.

2.This should not be confused with Wolf’s argument that the ability to do what is wrong or irra
tional is worthless (Wolf 1990, p. 55). Libertarians will readily reply that the capacity to do wrong is far 
from worthless since it is only if an agent has the capacity to do wrong that her choosing to do right can 
have any moral value. My objections to that argument are set out in chapter 2.
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self.*

Freedom in nature

I want finally to touch on a further important difference between Kant’s attitude to the relationship 

between the self, freedom and the natural world, and Hegel’s. Hegel as we have seen identifies self or 

Geist. in abstraction from the natural world; and so does Kant. Here, however, the similarity ends. Kant 

follows the Stoics in seeing freedom as compromised by engagement with the natural. For the Stoics, to 

be free is to cease to be concerned with the concerns of the material world. It is to withdraw and to be 

fulfîlled within oneself. For Kant freedom is incompatible with determination of self by natural motive.

As Wood notes (1991), Hegel does not see freedom as consisting in flight from, or opposition to, 

the empirical self or the empirical world, but rather in fashioning Geist within them. The empirical 

world is certainly alien and opposed to self, but this ‘otherness’ is overcome by the rational activity of 

self. The empirical self is, in a sense, a project or goal of Geisty and through it Geist embodies itself in 

the natural world and makes that world its own. Escape from the natural world and the natural self is an 

impossible illusion. ‘True independence’ and thus freedom, ‘in relation to an other is achieved rather by 

struggling with otherness, overcoming it, and making it our own’ (Wood 1991, p. 45). As Hegel him

self puts it

1.Hampshire expresses much the same thought in explaining Spinoza’s conception of free action;

When some part of the explanation of my believing something, or of my doing some
thing, is to be found in a cause unrecognized by my reason, and in something external 
to my thought, 1 had not sufficient grounds for my belief or action. If 1 have a full 
awareness of the adequate explanation of my affirming or acting, 1 necessarily have 
sufficient grounds for my affirming or acting, 1 necessarily have sufHcient grounds for 
my affirmation or action. The knowledge of the necessity of affirming something, or of 
doing something, by itself converts an external cause into an inner ground of affirma
tion or action. If 1 know clearly why 1 believe something or why 1 am doing something,
1 also have my own sufficient reasons for affirming or doing.(Hampshire 1972a, p. 199)

Spinoza thus anticipates our contemporary discussion about reasons and causes, in noticing that an 
explanation of an action in terms of reasons renders explanation of further causes otiose. He does not, 
however, make the mistake of concluding from this that explanations in terms ofreasons are incompat
ible with explanations in terms of causes.
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The freedom of spirit is an independence from the other that is won not merely outside 
the other but in the other. It comes to actuality not by fleeing before the other but by 
overcoming it.(quoted in Wood, Ibid.)

Again, to overcome ‘the other’ in Hegel’s sense, is not to impose order in the way that Kant sees 

the intellect as imposing order on raw sense data, or science as imposing order on nature: to think in 

this way is to persist in an unreal and dualistic opposition. For Hegel one’s relations to other things are 

part of what one is: one makes oneself in them rather than ‘mastering’ them as one would a slave. ̂

This echoes what has been said already of finding reason in the world. What reason one has is 

stamped by historical and cultural context, but reason is not, by that, simply waiting to be found in the 

world. What reason one discovers will be partially a product of one’s own activity: one’s struggle to 

create oneself in the world.

Conclusion

It goes without saying that the conception of freedom of the Stoic tradition can be rejected by both 

Compatibilists and Incompatibilists, who know well enough, perhaps, ‘what they mean be freedom’, 

and are anxious to be left to continue their dispute. There is nothing in this or the previous chapter that 

amounts to a conclusive or knock-down proof of the superiority of the Stoic conception. Enough has 

been said, however, to make it persuasive. The inadequacies of the Compatibilist and Incompatibilist 

conceptions of freedom stand as one set of arguments for the Stoic conception. Even if determinism 

were false, Incompatibilism has a conception of responsibility that is logically impossible, and a con

ception of freedom that is worthless without it. The failings of Compatibilism have been well argued by 

Incompatibilists. If acting voluntarily means no more than it did for Hobbes and Hume - to be able to 

act on one’s desires - then to be free in the Compatibilist sense is to have nothing more than what an 

animal has, or a drug addict. Compatibilists who wish to say that voluntary actio'ns involve a degree of 

rationality have already begun to move, as Frankfurt has done, in the direction of the Stoic conception.

1.1 am indebted to Kimberly Hutchings and Bruce Young for bringing home this important depar
ture in Hegel’s conception of freedom, from that of Kant and the earlier stoic tradition.
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The Stoic tradition, furthermore, resolves the problem that Incompatibilists like Van Inwagen 

have pressed against the possibility of freedom in a deterministic universe: that in that case our actions 

have resulted, unavoidably, from states of affairs that predated us, and over which we could have had 

no control. If one’s actions are determined by reason, they are, without being uncaused, under the 

control of something other than causal laws. Compatibilists might regard this as nothing other than a 

reworking of Kant’s attempt to marry Incompatibilist freedom with determinism. The argument was 

indeed built on Kant’s, but rather than attempting to escape from causality, as Kant did, what this 

argument does is to point to the inadequacy of the claim that if determinism is true our actions are 

entirely subject to causal law.

The main objection that critics, like Bentham, have had to the Stoic conception of freedom is that 

to say that freedom consists in doing what is right and reasonable is perverse. ‘Freedom’ according to 

these critics, means doing what you want, and that goes for the foolish and the bad just as much as the 

good and the wise - we have the freedom to behave foolishly and badly. I have argued that while it is 

true that we have freedom to choose wrongly or irrationally, this is freedom in a meagre sense. ‘Free

dom’ means not only to being able to choose one way or another, but to having the ability to reason and 

decide, and having the ability to act on that and to realise one’s values. To reflect on and evaluate one’s 

desires and preferences, but not be able to act on that because of an inner compulsion, or ‘alien desire’, 

is to lack the freedom to do so (I return to this in chapter 10).

There is a sense, it must be conceded, in which Bentham is correct: the narrow or negative concep

tion of freedom as being able to do what you want is probably what is most often meant by it. It is 

strange, in a sense, that there has ever been any dispute about this. With other disputes, theoretical or 

otherwise, there is a base line of agreement from which agreements can begin. You and I may disagree 

about whether the Thatcher’s welfare policies were wicked, but we need some degree of shared under

standing about what ‘wickedness’ is in order to do so. Or if I see a comet in the night sky and you see a 

flying saucer, our shared understandings of the two terms will enable us to differ intelligibly. Where 

then is the shared understanding about freedom? Bentham holds that freedom consists in getting what 

you desire, whereas Marcus Aurelius would deny this. Marcus Aurelius holds that it is possible to be 

free as a slave or in prison: a proposition Bentham would regard with contempt. If they disagree that 

much, how is it that they use the same word?
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The answer is to be found in the Stoic argument. Stoicism flourished in a world dominated by 

slavery. To be free, in that world, was not to be a slave. To be a slave was to be under the dominion of 

another. The Stoics argued that one could be externally free and yet under the dominion of alien influ

ences within oneself, and that this was a servitude more profound than mere slavery of the body. What 

they did then was to extend and develop the concept of freedom, by distinguishing the sense of domin

ion by something alien, from its standard reference, and then extending its reference to something less 

obvious, but according to the Stoics more significant. In doing that, of course, they were unfaithful to 

established usage, and the reader may wish to follow Bentham in rejecting the Stoic conception of 

freedom for that reason. But to do so would be to take the pedant’s route of adherence to the letter. 

What the Stoic’s are faithful to is what matters about freedom and what makes it worth having; namely 

not being under the dominion of something that is alien or external to us.

The Stoic conception in its original form, however, contained a number of problems. The notion 

that freedom could be enjoyed with one’s body in chains is dualistic, and as such in conflict with 

human nature. Likewise the theme of detachment and withdrawal from the world that persists in Spino

za and Kant sets up an ethereal, cerebral and solitary conception of freedom that is as unappetising as it 

is (for most of us) unachievable. These problems are overcome by Hegel who insists rightly that while 

freedom does consist in doing what is right and reasonable, it must also be what is naturally willed, and 

that the exercise of freedom and the realisation of self are to be accomplished within nature rather than 

in opposition to i t \  Hegel’s conception of Geist also takes us beyond the dichotomy in the Stoic tradi

tion between the base or empirical self we know, and the higher self that is somehow transcendent and 

beyond us. Geist is what in each of us is active and reasoning.^

What is right and reasonable, furthermore, is neither a matter of fixed and immutable law, nor a 

matter just of optimal means to given ends: it is conditioned by social historical context, by the sorts of 

things one values, or, to put the same thing in a different way, by the sort of person one finds oneself to

l.It may be added that the very idea of ‘self-control’ is somewhat chimerical: that what freedom 
consists in is not to be under the control of anything alien or external to self. I return to this in the 
concluding chapter.

2.What this means is explored in the following chapter.
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be within that context. Often more than one choice or course of action may present itself to a person as 

right and reasonable. In that case either option will be one involving freedom. But even if there are 

pluralities of choices and options that can be free, there will equally be ones that for various reasons 

will be wrong and unreasonable. To be able to choose contracausally, if we had the capacity, to do what 

is wrong and unreasonable, would not make us free. One could never be free in choosing, or having the 

capacity to choose, what would exemplify and reinforce a lack of freedom. Likewise, in having the 

capacity to choose what is right and reasonable, a person does not lack freedom in not being ‘free’ not 

to choose it

Add to this the findings of chapter 3, that we do, in a sense inescapably, have the freedom to 

choose for ourselves, and that this is at the heart of the phenomenology of freedom. Not only, therefore, 

are our choices subject to reason, but as choices they take no account of what causes them. We there

fore have sufficient grounds for affirming our beliefs in ourselves as possessed of free will, regardless 

of our existing in a deterministic universe. What is perhaps most important of all, is that if our actions 

are subject to reason, and reason is not, in itself, subject to causal law, and if, as Hegel suggests, self or 

Geist is no more than an activity of reason, then we and our actions are free in a way that causality does 

not touch on.
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Part 3 Self
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UNITY OF SELF

It might be thought that since the aim of this thesis is to defend the belief most of us have that we 

are free selves, its purpose has been half secured. I have set out a persuasive conception of freedom, 

according to which it is something within human reach, even if it is something many of us lack to some 

degree. This conception is not free standing however. As the preceding chapter made clear, the Stoic 

conception of freedom I argue for is tied to a conception of self or Geist. If there are reasons to doubt 

the belief that each of us has or is a self - a determinate centre (Honderich 1988, p. 386) - then our 

conception of freedom is also threatened. There are several reasons to doubt that belief, which will be 

considered in the next three chapters. In this chapter I will attempt to elaborate a conception of self as 

an activity in line with Hegel* s idea of Geist which I considered in the previous chapter, and to defend 

it &om the arguments of reductionists such as Dennett and Parfit

Self, substance and subjects

Galen Strawson displays a keen awareness of the relationship between conceptions of self and 

freedom in hinging a part of his examination of the phenomenology of freedom on a consideration of 

what it would be like to be certain sorts of creatures that lack key features of the way that we experi

ence ourselves - creatures who, like Camus’s Outsider, have no sense of their actions as being their 

actions, creatures lacking a self-consciousness in the degree that we have it, and genuine and thorough

going Incompatibilist determinists (Strawson 1986, chs. 12-14). I have shown already, in chapter 3, 

what I think is wrong with Strawson’s depiction of what it would involve to be a thorough and commit

ted determinisL I argued that, so far as difficult decisions are concerned (where ‘difficult’ means any 

decisions involving serious deliberation), we cannot experience ourselves as caused, but that does not 

involve our having any deep seated belief in ourselves as being uncaused in the libertarian sense. Our 

sense of ourselves as actors and deciders may, however, involve us in a different illusion: that we are
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Cartesian egos, or something of the sort

To say that you are or have a ‘self, is not necessarily to say that you are a ‘person’. Whether you 

are either of those disputed entities might also be distinguished from whether you are a ‘subject’. And if 

it is ever established that you are or have a self, you might still wonder whether, as a self, you have 

‘substance*.

Descartes believed that anyone who thinks, can, if they do so clearly and carefully, determine that 

as thinking things they have a substance that is different from that of material objects. In addition to 

problems already mentioned, the inability of substance dualism to explain how the mental and physical 

are so intimately linked renders it an unlikely account of the nature of mind and self.

Substance is also important for Spinoza who has it that God’s/Nature’s absolute freedom issues 

from its being a substance. Being a substance for Spinoza, seems to mean having or possessing at

tributes rather than being an attribute. Only God/Nature has this absolutely; the rest of us, presumably, 

having it in a partial or derivative way. To be a substance is also to have an essential nature or conatus, 

and again whereas for nature everything is necessary, for us, although we each have a conatus, much is 

contingent.

To be a substance thus conceived is enough, according to Spinoza, to be free. He does not, unlike 

Kant and Hegel, recognise the importance of being a subject to being free. What it means to say that we 

are subjects is unclear if no context is specified. In politics it may mean that one lives in a monarchy. It 

may also mean that one has rights, to life, property, freedom of speech, a vote, and so forth. In another 

context it has been thought that small mammals might be subjects, or at least that they may have subjec

tivity (Nagel 1979a). In this sense what it means to be a subject is to have experiences or be subject to 

them, and for it to be possible to say that there must be something that it is like to be a thing of that sort: 

that it must be conscious. Nagel does not actually claim that bats are subjects, and to be a subject is 

standardly taken to require more than merely having subjectivity in the way that bats might have it

For Kant and Hegel, to be a subject requires at least self-consciousness, and it is this that really 

seems to be the main distinction between their accounts of freedom and Spinoza’s. To be a subject then 

is to be aware of oneself as something distinct from the rest of the world (even if a part of it). To be a 

subject for them is not merely to have attributes, as Spinoza’s substance does, but to recognise them as 

one’s own. This does not just mean possessions in the everyday material sense, but also the contents of
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one’s mind: thoughts and experiences. My experiences are not, as Hume noticed but could not explain 

(1978, pp. 635-636), self subsisting: they are my experiences. To be a subject is to have a unity of 

mental content and to be intimately aware of that.

Is being a subject the same as being a self? With Hegel it would seem not. Geist famously, must 

pass through several stages of consciousness before it attains self-consciousness. In addition to which, 

to be self-conscious for Hegel extends beyond the unity of mental content referred to above: it also 

forms part of one’s relationships to others. To be self-conscious requires, seemingly, a certain sort of 

recognition from others^ - recognition that one is a person, recognition of one’s humanity and one’s 

rights. To be a subject, therefore, is, among other things, to be the object of certain relationships and 

attentions. This seems a far cry from the impersonality of the process or activity of Geist.

Are persons then, in any way the same as subjects? Again the one term does not map neatly on to 

the other. What makes me a person includes items that are particular to me: my character, intentions, 

memories, (more arguably) my body, and even, perhaps, my appearance. In other words, those things 

that make me me: my identity. What I am as a person, therefore, although it may depend in important 

ways on what I am as a subject, is recognisably distinct from it

While an examination of the relationships between these four concepts - substance, subject, self 

and person - is no doubt an interesting and important area of inquiry, it is not one that I propose to 

pursue in any depth. What I aim to do instead is to look at their respective roles in understanding how 

we may be said to be free, and whether there is anything of truth in our experience of freedom.

It is doubtful whether Hegel can be allowed to have a convincing account of what it is to be free, 

if his account of self or Geist fails to carry conviction. It is Geist that is free for Hegel. The account of 

freedom and the account of self are likely, as I have said, to stand or fall together. Does what I have 

said of Geist, thus far, bear any relation to what we take ourselves to be? Certainly not at first blush: we 

experience ourselves as embodied and involved with others. We have desires, intentions and feelings 

like pride and shame that seem acutely bound up with our being living breathing organisms occupying 

time, space and society. We do not experience ourselves, by and large, as being in any way impersonal.

l.See for instance the ‘master and slave’ of the Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel 1977 (1807)).
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Might it not be, however, that we are, at a more basic level, nothing more than the process or 

activity I have described? Might it not be, that much of what we would ordinarily value about our

selves, and even identify ourselves with, is peripheral or inessential? It would seem strange to say so if 

the essential thing is an impersonal or general process. And again, do we experience anything in our

selves, that is at all like Hegel’s conception of Geistl

We do not, or rather we do not as such. We could only experience self if it were like other exper- 

iencible things, i.e. if self were an object of some sort: hereinafter to be known as the ‘thing theory of 

self. As we have seen already, this is a view rejected by Hegel and also (if inconsistently) by Kant But 

we can do better I think, than Kant’s transcendentally presupposed ‘I-know-not-what’. Geist is an activ

ity or process that is conscious, and latterly self-conscious, and the embodiment of reason. There is 

much we do that unremarkably ‘embodies reason’: thinking, planning, evaluating, questioning, compar

ing, calculating, and so on. These are features of our active conscious lives. We do these things, but it is 

far from clear that we experience ourselves as doing them\ Certainly I am ‘aware’ of myself, in some 

sense, as engaging in reasoning activities - the process is, after all, a conscious one. I can also remem

ber having engaged in such activities, sometimes in great detail, after having done so. Suppose for 

instance, that I am marking an essay and can see that there is a fallacious argument in it. I try to deter

mine exactly what the fallacy is. I can represent this to myself by saying ‘first I thought that it might be 

post hoc ergo propter hoc  ̂but I figured out that it wasn’t that and eventually identified it as an ignora- 

tio. All of this could be perfectly true, and yet it would be less a description of what I have done than 

the results of what I have done. By what means, mentally speaking, I was able to determine the fallacy, 

nothing would have been said.

Alternatively, I might compare a pair of propositions and discover them to be contradictory. In 

one sense the accomplishment is straight forward enough. I could name the propositions to you and you 

could see for yourself that they were contradictory. We both might also be able to say in what the 

contradiction consists. But that still says nothing about how it is that I, or you, accomplish the task of

l.If we do not experience ourselves as doing these things the Humean argument considered in 
chuter 3, that we are able to experience decisions that issue from stable virtues of character as caused, 
falls. If it is true that we are aware of our actions but do not experience them, then a fortiori we could 
not experience them as caused.
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comparing the propositions and finding them to be contradictory. You could perhaps say that we detw- 

mine their contradictoriness by attempting to ‘entertain them’, as beliefs, and find ourselves unable to 

do so. But there could be other reasons for our being unable to do so than their being contradictory, and 

in any case, this says nothing about what it is to entertain a belief.^

Determining how we perform many of the acts of reasoning that we do is a major area of research 

for cognitive science. Among the first important discoveries in this field seem to have been the extent 

of our ignorance of how we do what we do, mentally speaking. If we ‘experienced’ ourselves doing 

these things, rather than merely being ‘aware’ of doing them, then there would be a lot less for cogni

tive scientists to work on.

It may even turn out that the doing of mental activities such as reasoning or deciding is incompati

ble with the ‘experiencing’ of them, or it may be that much of the doing of these things, although car

ried out at the direction of consciousness, occurs at a level which is unavailable to consciousness. 

However that may be, the important point is that we are apt to think that whatever it is that we are, is 

something we experience: it is not The illusion is strengthened by there being much about ourselves, as 

persons, that it is possible for us to experience, and by our being able to represent to ourselves the re

sults of what we do, which we then take to be all of what we do. Since much of what counts as part of 

what one is as a person is experienced, that Geist as an activity is impersonal should be less troubling.

To say that self or Geist is what goes on when we engage in reasoning activities of the sort I have 

mentioned, is incomplete. It is also, according to Hegel, ‘the unifying principle of consciousness’. This 

is what it needs must be if it is to be at all believable as an account of self. Perhaps there is less unity to 

consciousness than we sometimes suppose. Day dreams and distracted thinking, for instance, seem to 

be indicative of a certain looseness in consciousness. Nevertheless some degree of unity, while difficult

1.Something like this is suggested by Wittgenstein in the following passage:

It is very noteworthy that what goes on in thinking practically never interests us. It is 
noteworthy, but not queer.

(Thoughts, as it were only hints.)
Isn’t it the same here as with a calculating prodigy?-He has calculated right if he has 
got the right answer. Perhaps he himself cannot say what went on in him. And if we 
were to hear it, it would perhaps seem like a queer caricature of calculation.(Wittgen- 
stein 1967,88-89).
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to characterise, is impossible to deny. Hume could not abandon it, and was, consequently, unable to 

accept his own sceptical conclusions against self. Kant believed that it is this unity that transcendentally 

presupposes the existence of the self. Perhaps, however, we make too much of this unity. Hume’s latter 

day philosophical inheritors have said that there is no need of a substantial self for there to be, such as it 

is, a 'unity of consciousness’. Dennett sees the resolution of Hume’s problem in the notion of ‘data 

structures’, which are manipulated by homunculi, or small parts of the mental process, each carrying 

out simple tasks, whose joint operation produces a conscious person (Dennett 1981, pp. 122-125, )̂. 

Lately he has argued that self is a kind of story we tell to give ourselves more definition in relation to 

our environment Self as the foundation of the unity of consciousness - the possessor of experiences - is 

a necessary illusion (Dennett, 1991,412-430).

Dennett’s comments should be seen against a background of a general scepticism about self 

among philosophers, which owes much to Derek Parfit’s reductionist attack on personal identity. On 

Parfit’s view of it, all we seem to be are Humean collections of beliefs, desires, intentions, memories, 

characteristics and so on - nothing is essential or fundamental. If 25% of the contents of my mind were 

to be destroyed, according to Parfit, I would 75% survive - not a pleasing prospect, but certainly better 

than outright death.

We can say more of the self than this, however, and without throwing in with an anti-naturalist 

Cartesian account of it. Supposing Dennett is right, as seems promising, that consciousness is a com

posite of many different low level processes, none of which in themselves could be described as con

scious, but which nevertheless manage together to add up to that; does this rule out the existence of 

self? The notion that what we are, mentally speaking (or neurologically speaking), is composed of 

several parts, could be taken to rule out a substantial, unifying, possessing self, if what is understood by 

‘self is something singular and simple, which is to say undifferentiated. The parts might fit together as 

neatly and elegantly as a wooden puzzle, but that would still leave self in a more fragmented state than, 

perhaps, we ordinarily take it to be. Without doubt that should rule out the Cartesian ego, which is non- 

spatial and therefore has no parts.

l.Cf. also Dennett 1986, pp. 90 - 96, where the notion of ‘sub-personal’ processes is discussed.
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But if instead we see self as a process or activity, that it should have parts seems less troubling. A 

process is no less a process because it is composed of sub-processes. There is no sense in which, as a 

process, it is less substantial or real than a singular process. We can easily allow that self as a process 

has parts, without having to think of it as any less than self. If the parts or sub-processes of self, taken 

together, as self, have control functions with respect to other mental activities, then we are some way 

toward an account of the role of self as the unifying principle of consciousness.

It might also be difficult to accept that a mere process could be the ‘owner’ of mental contents. 

Two reasons for thinking so come to mind. First it may be claimed that only substantial things could 

genuinely be said to own mental contents. More will be said presently about the substantial nature of 

self as process, but what reason is there for thinking that only if self were a thing could it be the owner 

of its mental contents? The only arguments I can think of for accepting this would be that the idea of 

self as owner of mental content has always been associated with the idea of self as a thing, or that the 

idea of self as owner is conceptually dependent on the idea of self as a thing. If there were such concep

tual dependency it would have to derive from the nature of ownership. But this could not be true of 

ownership generally, since entities like corporations and banks, which are more like processes than 

physical things, can ‘own’ without philosophical objections being raised. Corporations and banks are 

‘things’ just in the sense of being individual, and, perhaps, spatially and temporally identifiable, but this 

much is also true of self as a process. Alternatively, it might be argued that ‘mental ownership’ unlike 

ordinary ownership, is something that can only be enjoyed by ‘particular things’ in the standard sense 

(assuming that there is a standard sense, when it comes to ‘particular things’). Certainly ownership of 

one’s mental contents is not something that can ordinarily be shared or extended: that was one the 

features of conscious experience that prevented Hume from being able to believe in his own theory of 

self\ However, as self can be individuated without being characterised as a thing, the idea of self as 

process is as compatible with mental privacy as the ‘thing theory of self. Otherwise there is no reason

I.Although telepathy might, if it were possible, raise problems with this. It could be argued, I 
suppose, that if someone were able to read my mind, this would not give them the sort of direct access 
to my experiences that I have, but only representations of them. The claim of direct access to one’s own 
experiences is questionable (cf. Churchland, 1988, pp. 73-81), and I doubt whether it could be backed 
up.
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to think that mental ownership has this claimed peculiarity. 'Mental ownership’ if it means anything at 

all, has to do with the unity of consciousness, and what control self has over that. That the idea of self 

as owner has always been associated with the idea of self as thing seems uncompelling (and historically 

doubtful), as an argument against self as process being a possessor of mental contents. If the ideas are 

distinct, then mere past association seems insufficient for saying that they must stand or fall together, 

particularly if there are reasons for wishing to retain the idea of self as owner of mental contents, i.e. 

that it is true, or that it has explanatory value.

A different but related reason for claiming that a process or activity could not be the owner of 

mental contents, might appeal to the insubstantiality of processes as compared to things, or that our 

normative metaphysics gives them such a ranking. This is ambiguous. A strong reading of it would 

claim that processes, as such, are unreal (or that we have a deep metaphysical belief that they are). This 

would certainly rule out any process being the owner of mental content, at the same time as killing of 

self as process toiu court. The glaringly obvious problem with this strong reading, however, is that there 

is no reason to believe it. The weaker claim, that processes are less substantial than things (or that we 

believe them to be), would not prevent self being the owner of mental content. If the claim that process

es really are less substantial, then all that would follow from that would be that mental ownership 

would, in some sense, also be, derivatively, less substantial. In whatever sense it would be counted as 

less substantial, however, there might be other senses in which we might continue to count it is impor

tant If, on the other hand, the claimed insubstantiality is not realistic * insubstantiality’, but ‘insubstanti

ality’ according to our normative metaphysics, then that might explain why the thing theory of self had 

been so enduring, and why we might feel resistant to giving it up, but it could not, all by itself, give us 

enough reason to resist the idea that self as process could be the owner of mental contents, still less 

make it psychologically impossible for us to believe in self as a process. Rather, it would provide a case 

for a degree of revisionary metaphysics.

The unity of consciousness

Dennett suggests that our recognition of ourselves as selves, i.e. that we are something, is, so to 

speak, a hard-wired feature of the neural control system, by which it manipulates the body with respect
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to its environment. Is this then, at bottom, what conscious unity is? just a result of the brain finding out 

what it does and doesn’t have immediate control over? In part, no doubt, but there is more than this. 

There is, as Kant observed, a kind of activity:

the empirical consciousness, which accompanies different representations, is in itself 
diverse and without relation to the identity of the subject. That relation comes about, 
not simply through my accompanying each representation with consciousness, but only 
in so fiar as I conjoin one representation with another, and am conscious of the synthesis 
of them. Only in so far, therefore, as I can unite a manifold of given representations in 
one consciousness, is it possible for me to represent to myself the identity of the con
sciousness in [i.e. throughout] these representations. In other words, the analytic unity 
of apperception is possible only under the presupposition of a certain synthetic 
unity.(Kant 1933 (1787), B 133)

The unity of consciousness is both an accomplishment and a discovery. That the brain is able to 

test out and achieve control over the body, in the way suggested by Dennett, is possible only because 

the brain has proper connections to the body and receives appropriate information from it. To control 

the body is the first thing that brains learn. What is received to begin with through the senses, is disor

ganised and senseless. To learn to use the body is, among other things, to learn to conjoin representa

tions: to associate them, as Hume notes, spatially and causally. A person whose perception of muscular 

position and movement is out of phase with her control mechanism will suffer from spasticity. A person 

will stammer because her speech control is out of sync with what she hears. What is united in the brain 

to begin with, is given increasing cohesion and integrity by the brain’s organising and controlling activ

ities. That much gives us, I think, substantial self of a sort: a process of consciousness in which ‘at

tributes’ such as sense information can be said to inhere by being transformed into experiences.

The neurological control function Dennett describes gives us self as substance, in this sense. It 

falls short of giving us self-consciousness: this much ‘self can be had by small children and animals, 

who may have experiences and bodily control, but no sense of experiences as their experiences. We can 

allow, in addition that they have intentions, but what they lack is any capacity for intending to carry 

through projects and plans that are tied up with how they see themselves and what they want for them

selves as selves.

The ‘unity of consciousness’, therefore, can mean more than one thing. That our limbs do what we 

tell them to, and that their movements cohere with visual and other sensations we are having, is partly 

inbuilt and partly acquired in the brain’s early development. This unity of consciousness corresponds to
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the notion of self as substance. But ‘unity of consciousness’ in which our mental attributes are given 

relationships, meanings and directions in relation to what we take ourselves to be and want to become, 

requires in addition that self be self-consciousness, i.e. that we be subjects.

Having said that, it is not only those self-conscious activities that constitute what we are as sub

jects, that can be said to ‘embody reason’. The unifying and control functions of self as substance, 

embody reason just in making reason possible. They make the world, ourselves and our bodies, ‘intelli

gible’, which is to say manipulable, to us. They can, as such, be described as the substantial basis of 

reason.

It is only as self-conscious subjects, however, that we are able to attain a higher sort of freedom 

than the mere acting out of volitions. To have a sense of what you are, of your desires and interests, and 

in consequence to be able to evaluate those things, and to be able to act on what that tells you, is to be 

free in what Hegel and others take to be the most important sense.

This is not to say that as subjects we are something over and above processes in brains. It is to say 

that their is a higher order control process going on in the brain of a self-conscious subject than in that 

of a small child or an animal. Again, if it is a physical process that is composed of many physical sub

processes, rath^ than a pure and immatmal Cartesian ego, this does not make it any the less a unifying 

and possessing self. It is neither a narrative illusion nor a mere aggregate of perceptions.

The 7 ', the person and the real me

In addition to being the unifying possessor of the contents of consciousness, self, if it is to be in 

anyway relevant to what we ordinarily have in mind when we think and talk about our ‘selves’, must 

be, for at least some of the time, what one refers to with the word ‘I’.*

We do not always have self in mind when using the word ‘I’. If ‘I’ am having a tooth filled then it 

will not be self that is on the receiving end of the drilling. If ‘I’ go for a walk, on the other hand, then it

1.There are, it would seem, many difficulties and complexities attending the logical status of the 
usage of this word and what we mean by it: or so some philosophers have thought (cf. Lewis 1979a&b). 
I have nothing to say to that discussion.
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seems that self will have to be along for the ride as well, although it is not only self that T  refers to in 

that case. What happens to my tooth can be redescribed leaving ‘I’ out; thus ‘this left incisor is going to 

be filled*. Self cannot be so easily eliminated from walking since it is an activity.  ̂ In that case, howev

er, self is not all that is referred to, since if I say ‘I am going for a walk’, I do not mean to imply that 

self is going out for a stroll in its body, just as it might go for a spin in its car. When I use the word ‘I’ it 

is often to refer to myself in the embodied sense.

If I say that ‘I feel that someone is out to get me’ I am referring to an aspect of my mental life that 

is not active, and, therefore, does not refer to self as defined above. Likewise if I remark on some dispo

sition or tendency of mine, I may be pointing to a feature of my character or personality. These again, 

are not activities in the way that I have tried to suggest that self is.

What enables the word ‘I’, to refer to what I am doing or to what is happening to me in these 

different ways, is that they are all part of what I am as a person. What goes to make up my person, as 

Parfit has rightly argued, is indeterminate and changeable. What I am as a person might be thought to 

be principally dependent on what I am mentally, but it also refers to my body. Neither body, mind, 

memories, or brain, can, despite philosophical efforts to prove otherwise, be said to be the essential 

element of what it is to be the person one is. Philosophers who have opposed Parfit’s reductionism have 

tried to give philosophical expression to a deep sense that most of us have that we are something more 

than just the collection of our occurrent conscious happenings. In doing so they have made the mistake, 

of which Parfit himself is also guilty, of imagining that this deep sense is about what we are as persons. 

In fact the deep sense is of what we are as selves. As a person I have character, memories, a body over 

which I have some control, moral responsibility, possessions, a job, a family and so on. What enables 

me to function as a person, by its unifying of consciousness, is self.

Self is an activity that could be described as having as its main end, in most adult humans, the 

development, maintenance and modification of persons and their dealings with the world. I am a person 

only in virtue of the activity of self, and the disparate Humean/Parfîtian items that add up to what I am 

as a person are only able to do so because of their relationship to my unifying self activity. What I am

1.Somnambulists can be told ‘you have been sleep-walking’, but the usage is aberranL
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as a person is, in a sense, the locus of mind, body and social environment. As a physical being, and doer 

and experiencer of physical phenomena, my body is part and parcel of what I am. The way that I can 

refer to my physical activities as things that I do, attests to this. Others encounter and know me, so to 

speak, through my body. Others also have relationships of various sorts with me. They interact with me 

on an interpersonal level. They have expectations of me, based on what they know of my character, 

interests and so forth. In these and other ways, what I am as a person is anchored in my existence in a 

social environment. But what I am as a person is also tied up with my being a self-conscious subject \  

Any goals I may have for myself as a person are the conscious goals of self. If I am free, in the deep 

Stoic sense 1 have argued for, it is self that is free.

Hard headed empiricists might take all of this for metaphysical shillyshallying . What good does it 

do, after all, to say that behind or beyond (or whatever) what we encounter of the person is another 

entity that is self? Surely this is no more than to take flight before the unarguable fact that what we 

know of ourselves is disparate and varied. What is the value of pretending the existence of some unify

ing singular entity, when what we know our selves to be is non-singular? Does what I have said resolve 

anything, or is it no more than a distraction from the hard facts?

The distinction between ‘self’ and ‘person’ does, I think, resolve several problems. In the first 

place although we are apt to think of ourselves as singular and conscious, when we introspect, in a 

Humean way, those features of our conscious lives that we feel are ours, nothing can be found that 

allows us to say so. In saying that self is an activity, rather than an experiencible object, we can do 

justice to the intuition or feeling of our conscious unity, and to the introspective examination of con

sciousness. Self as an activity, as 1 have said, is something of which we cannot help being aware, but 

which we cannot introspectively experience since it is not an object (not even a mental object). On the 

other hand, those features of our consciousness that we take to be intimately ours, and which we can 

introspectively experience, are parts of what we are as persons, rather than selves. Likewise, the unde

niable (but for Hume unexplainable) fact that one’s conscious life does have uifity is also explained. 

The idea of self as distinct from the person, moreover, gives expression to the sense we seem to have of

1.Which is not to say that only those who are self-conscious subjects can be persons; only that this 
is crucial to the sort of person one is.
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ourselves as being active, i.e. as existing, consciously, in and through our deliberations, choosings, 

attentiveness, decisions and actions.

Mental items

I have suggested that if self is conceived as a process or activity, it should trouble us less that it is 

an assemblage of various parts or sub-processes, since we would not normally be inclined to think of a 

process as being any less a process because of its being made up of sub-processes, in the way that we 

might regard a thing as being less substantial qua thing if it were made up of smaller things. Still, if self 

is no more than a mere collection of conscious and sub-conscious processes, including categorising, 

questioning, directing, evaluating, recording, and various other sorts of reasoning and calculating activi

ties, what real substantiality is there in this? Is the cohesion and unity we perceive in our mental lives 

no more, as Dennett suggests, than a web of narrative and metaphor? In what sense can self activity be 

said to be unifying, over and above what has already been said of the unification that is accomplished 

by the brain?

In one sense Dennett’s portrayal of self is true and important. Each of us is persistently engaged in 

assigning meanings, significance and importance to things that have happened to us, to features of our 

lives and personalities, and to situations we find ourselves in, like families, jobs, political parties, and 

places. Not all those things have meanings other than the meanings we assign to them, and none of 

them have meaning intrinsically. So if something has meaning for me then that meaning is one that I 

have attached to it (even if not very deliberately). And the particular meanings I attach to things, as I 

suggested earlier, are taken from the repository of my social environment. Not all of the meanings I 

attach to things are actively given - some are learned and some are even unconsciously acquired -, but 

most are at least open to evaluation and change. All the while when assigning meanings, rankings and 

significance to things that are external to me, I am at the same time, and as part of the same process, 

attaching meaning to my life and myself as someone for whom these things have meaning. In assigning 

meanings to features of my personality, appearance, memories and so forth, I am also straightforwardly 

engaged in a process of self-creation - of making myself up. But to suggest that what is achieved by this 

is narrative, is to say that, no matter how captivating the story, and no matter how useful the telling of
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it, in a deep sense, what I am is illusory rather than substantial.

The claim of illusoriness seems to come to this: that a different narrative might be woven from the 

disparate elements that have been brought together to make this one; by assigning different meanings 

and significances to things and by assigning meanings and significances to different things. This im

plies that what is real and substantial are the elements from which the narrative is woven or spun. These 

things are there to be given this or that meaning or significance, or none at all, but what they are in 

themselves is independent of that. Features of my environment can certainly be said to have an exist

ence which is independent of any meaning or significance that I may attach to them, but this will not be 

true of my experiences of those things, such that if a thing comes to have meaning or significance for 

me that it did not have before, then my experience of it would change. Determined empiricists might, I 

suppose, object to this that the content of experiences can be distinguished from the meanings the 

experiencer assigns to them. Arguments for the theory-ladeness of observation and experience hardly 

need rehearsing in reply. One pertinent rejoinder, in the context of a discussion about the consequences 

of determinism, would be that implicit judgments of significance guide my experiences of causation, in 

as much as I experience some sequences of events rather than others as cause and effect Like it or not, 

the contents of experience cannot be kept apart from what meanings, expectations, significance or value 

we attach to them.

When it comes to those features of my personality, memories and appearance, to which I attach 

meaning by regarding them as part of myself, the case for saying that these are not self-subsisting items, 

which are given an overlay of meaning by the narrative of self, is even stronger. The way I experience a 

memory is shot through with the significance I attach to i t  It hardly needs saying that memories are not 

mere records of past happenings: indeed that they are often not records of past happenings at all. They 

can be poignant or sweet, or even disorienting, and their being so seems to be fundamental to the sorts 

of memories they are, rather than something that is accidental to them. Those qualities, moreover, are 

not ones that could properly be said to be just intrinsic properties of memories that are, as mental items, 

discrete or self-subsisting; rather, their being properties of those memories is bound up with their being 

my memories (cf. Hampshire 1989, pp. 121-123).

A very different view of the nature of mental contents, such as memories, to this one, is advanced 

by Derek Parfit who suggests that it is conceivable (and perhaps, at some time in the future, may even
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be realisable), that one should have someone else’s memories. These memories would be quasi memo

ries. Parfit suggests that

I have an accurate quasi-memory of a past experience if
(1) I seem to remember having an experience,
(2) someone did have this experience.

and
(3) my apparent memory is causally dependent, in the right kind of way, on that past 
experience.(Parfit 1984, p. 220)

In fact Parfit's claim is not, as such, that one might have someone else's memories, but rather that 

one could remember someone else’s experiences. In that case, if I had a quasi-memory of someone 

else’s experience, it might be quite different from their memory of the same experience, because the 

quasi memory would have a different meaning and significance for me than their memory of that expe

rience has for them. But to say of this that the two of us had memories of the same experience would be 

misleading. If it were the case that experiences that are remembered somehow lurk on within memories 

of them, then in that case we would be said to remember the same experience by that experience being 

‘preserved’ within the memory that we share. In that case, however, we would have another reason for 

thinking that people cannot have other people’s memories. If part of the content of the memory would 

be the experience, somehow preserved, it could not be shared since the experience would be marked 

indelibly with meanings and significance that make it mine. At any rate, as an account of the nature of 

memory this is dubious.

Suppose instead that we take memories, loosely conceived, to be collections of ‘mind’s eye’ type 

mental images, propositionally expressible belief content, feelings, meanings and so on ̂  We might say 

then that in a certain sense I could quasi-remember someone else’s experience. This would involve my 

having some mind’s eye images (no matter how dim or indistinct) of, say, having been in a certain 

place, at a certain time, when it was raining, and that something happened. The memory might also 

have a non-imagistic propositionally expressible belief content, in some sense, perhaps difficult for me 

to distinguish precisely from the mental image content. In addition to all that there would be, as I have

1.Without implying that they are mere collections, lacking any internal structure.
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suggested, the meaning that the memory has for me and the significance I attach to it. I have argued that 

the meaning and significance of a memory cannot be definitely distinguished from its information 

content. That content can, however, be set out in such a way that it is clearly to the fore whereas the 

meaning and significance is not. One could simply describe the memory, without saying what meaning 

or significance it has. One would not, by that, have succeeded in isolating the information content of the 

memory from its meaning and significance, since those things go to structure the memory, and may 

well be there, tacitly, in the telling of it.

In that way the idea that I might quasi-remember another person’s experiences, seems plausible. 

Indeed, it is not only plausible, but a recognised psychological phenomena. People can ‘remember’ 

having experiences that are not their own, in a variety of ways. Ordinarily a period of years passes 

between the memory and what is remembered, but I doubt whether that is essential. A person might, for 

example, recall having done something in childhood, which she only really witnessed someone else 

doing, but which she so much admired and identified with that she came to believe that she was the one 

who did it. People have been know to read stories in books and newspapers, that they have later 

‘remembered’ as having happened to them. All that is required to have such quasi-memories is that they 

have the same features as veridical memories: in other words, that the person who has such a memory 

will have mind’s eye type images, and propositionally expressible beliefs about it, in addition to the 

meaning and significance they attach to it. Mind’s eye type images and propositionally expressible 

beliefs are not solely acquired from experiences of the events to which they refer, even if it appears to 

the person who has them that this is how they were acquired.

This is a far cry from the thought experiments described by Parfit, in which memories or other 

mental contents are transplanted or duplicated by neurosurgery and teletransportation; and the differ

ence is instructive. Acquiring quasi-memories in the way I have described, although interesting, is, for 

the purposes of our present discussion, unremarkable. If the transfer or duplication of memories by 

Parfitian neurosurgeons were only to accomplish quasi-memories of this sort, we might wonder why 

they had bothered. It would be like getting someone to know what the time is by neurosurgically 

manipulating their brains, instead of just showing them a clock: an interesting experiment and exercise 

in technique perhaps, but a roundabout way of achieving the desired effect More to the point, however, 

what it would not do is to give one person the same memories as another in any stronger sense than that
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of people who have memories that are the same because they have just read the same newspaper. What 

it would not do would be to give me someone else’s memories in the strong sense of their having the 

same meaning and significance for me as for them. These qualities are what go to make these memories 

my memories, and those memories your memories.

Parfit imagines a case of neurosurgical copying of memories in which

Jane has agreed to have created in her brain copies of some of Paul’s memory-traces. 
After she recovers consciousness in the post-surgery room, she has a new set of vivid 
apparent memories. She seems to remember walking on the marble paving of a square, 
hearing the flapping of flying pigeons and the cries of gulls, and seeing light sparkling 
on green water. One apparent memory is very clear. She seems to remember looking 
across the water to an island, where a white Palladian church stood out brilliantly 
against a dark thundercloud.(/W., p. 220)

The image is vivid and appealing, and, yes, of course, any of us could imagine ourselves remem

bering something like this, but would we really remember what Paul remembers? I think not. Take for 

example the image of the white Palladian church. If Paul were to know anything of Palladian architec

ture, and Jane did not, then Jane’s quasi-memory of the church would not be the same as Paul’s. Say in 

addition that Jane had a miserable education at a convent school, and that the curriculum had included 

visits to various shrines and religious buildings, which had been supervised by a stem and vindictive 

sister. Imagine what a transformation that might create in the memory of a church set against the back

ground of a dark thundercloud.

What makes Parfit’s example persuasive is the attractiveness and vividness of the image, which 

we have no difficulty in imagining, and which, as an image, then becomes a memory for us. What we 

forget is that to describe a memory is not, so to speak, to lift the whole thing out for public inspection. 

There is more to memories than their propositionally expressible content. Certainly it seems possible 

that neurosurgery might succeed in transferring parts of our memories; especially their image content\ 

but in that case one would no more end up having someone else’s memories than occurs when one

1.Something of the sort has already been done, by physiological psychologists at Wolverhampton 
Polytechnic who took cells from the brains of adult bees and injected them into bee larvae. Nine out of 
ten of the young bees, on maturing, demonstrated ’knowledge’ of the area outside the hive that had 
been explored by bees from which the brain segments had been taken.(Daz7y Mail, 19 February 1992)
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reads the same newspaper as someone else or goes to see the same film.

If, on the other hand, it is conceivable that the image content of a memory could be transplanted, 

then it might also be claimed that, after all, that much of a memory is not indelibly stamped with 

whatever meaning and significance attaches to the memory as a whole. If it is conceivable that the 

image content of a memory be duplicated from one person to another, then surely it must be discrete, in 

the sense that is discriminable and isolatable. In fact what is duplicated in Parfit’s imaginary example, 

are memory-traces in Paul’ brain. Supposing that the memory traces that are transferred are ones that 

are responsible for the image content of some of Paul’s memories, then if such a feat were possible, 

what it would not accomplish would be the duplication of the conscious experience of the image con

tent. Jane’s conscious experience of the image content that was taken from Paul’s memories would 

have been framed by the particular significance that religious buildings have for her. What might be 

distinguished as a discrete item or pattern in the brain is not experienced as discrete within conscious

ness, but as tied to other memories, expectations, meanings and so on. It simply will not exist for con

sciousness as a discrete pattern.^

To further illustrate the point, think of what happens when one brings to mind some previously 

unthought of memory. The recollection is triggered by some chance event say, such as coincidental 

occurrence of some of the same events that had happened at the time of the remembered event. Is the 

item that is brought forth from one’s memory pulled out in just the way that a neurosurgeon might take 

it out and duplicate it for someone else? There are ways of talking about memories that can be mislead

ing. It might be thought that this memory, of which one is now aware, existed in some neural filing 

system, and that all one has done is to fetch it out. In that case one would not have changed it in any 

significant way, but merely brought it out into the light of consciousness, so to speak. But in implying 

that what we end up with is not substantially different from what we began with - a ‘memory’ of which 

one had previously been unaware, but which one now knows of - the metaphor is a bad one. A better 

description of what goes on is that a feature of one’s brain is made use of by consciousness in a way 

that creates something new: a conscious memory.

1.Recall, in addition, the argument that consciousness is unaware of sub-processes that constitute
i t
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All the while, when talk is of ‘memories’ rather than the process of remembering, there is the 

possibility of wrongly imagining that what we consist of, mentally speaking, are discrete items, many 

of which are propositions, or which at least stand in one to one relationships with propositions. But 

while mental items like memories can be reported by means of propositions, they themselves are not 

propositions and do not correspond to propositions. Any proposition that reports a memory will not 

describe the whole memory, but a particular feature of it.

What follows from this? Parfit’s view of memory transfer is of a piece with his view that each of 

us, mentally speaking, is a collection of mental contents. According to Parfit’s reductionist view of 

persons, there is nothing in a person to speak of, over and above a collection of memories, intentions, 

desires, experiences and so on. Any of those items could be carried forward in a different brain, in a 

different body, on a different planet, and in combination with different mental items than is currently 

the case. Whether a person survives having their brain transplanted, divided or duplicated, is a matter of 

degree. If 20% of your mental contents were to survive, you could properly be said to have 20% sur

vived: a prospect that might be 20% better than outright death.

On Parfît’s view there is no unity to what one is, mentally speaking, that matters more than the 

various contents of one’s mind. What matters about surviving is that one’s memories be preserved, 

one’s desires be fulfilled and one’s goals be realised. If more than 50% of these features of one’s mental 

life were to persist in a different brain to the one in which they are to be found just now, then that 

would be a lot closer to your brain having endured as it is than outright death, and you should feel much 

happier about the prospect.

That someone might be created with 50% of my mental contents, and that they would be, in one 

sense, 50% me, providing that I were not still around in my current form, is thoroughly misleading 

notion. Supposing that an inventory could be made of all my intentions, desires, memories, ideas, 

dispositions and so forth, then it is conceivable that 50% of those things should be found without the 

other 50% with which they are to be found right now. But the entity in possession of that 50% would 

not, by that, be 50% me, and nor could I be said to 50% survive, given such a state of affairs. To take an 

example that is typical of the literature on personal identity, suppose someone else’s brain had been 

operated on to give it 50% of the intentions, memories, desires, ideas, and dispositions that are currently 

to be found in my head: then all that would have been achieved by that would be that half of an inven-
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tory of my mental contents would also be found in an inventory of their mental contents. In that sense, 

they might have 50% of the same mental contents as me. But they would have those same mental 

contents as me only in the same sense that one might have the same goals as a comrade in a political 

struggle, or the same values as a friend or colleague. In other words, all they would have would be a set 

of mental contents that could be expressed by the same set of propositions that express 50% of my 

mental contents. In other respects their mental contents could differ considerably from mine. It could 

be, that like me, someone else hopes to see the Conservatives sent packing at the earliest opportunity. 

But that hope could not be expected to have just the same importance and significance for them that it 

has for me. They might be reasonably satisfied with the defeat of the Conservatives in itself, or with the 

addition perhaps, that conservative health and education policy brought to an end. I on the other hand, 

might have far more radical ambitions riding on a conservative defeat. In that case our hopes for a 

conservative defeat, qua mental items, would differ substantially.

The features of one’s mental life are discriminable, in the sense that they are propositionally 

expressible, but qua features of one’s mental life they are not discrete. Perhaps someone who had 80% 

or 90% of my mental contents, propositionally expressed, might be much like me, but even then they 

would not, in the sense that concerns us, really have 80% or 90% of my mental contents. Parfit’s view, 

like Hume’s, is atomistic. He effectively conceives of persons as collections of mental images and 

propositions, or items that stand in one to one relations with propositions. In fact, however, any one 

item out of what are called our mental contents, exists only in relation to several other such.

Mental items might then be regarded as similar in nature to beliefs, concepts, words, and the like: 

entities that exist only in relation to collections of other entities, like languages, conceptual frameworks, 

and forms of life. Moreover, the relationship that any conscious item will have to other conscious items 

is one that the activity of self helps to bring about. As a questioning, comparing, classifying activity of 

consciousness, self gives conscious items meaning and significance by placing them in relationships to 

other conscious items.

But by that, those items are not just arranged and rearranged: they are fashioned as conscious
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items, and, therefore, imprinted with self activity \  Self, therefore, is not just a fictional arrangement, 

‘mere’ or otherwise, of self-subsisting discrete items, rather, self as an activity is embodied in those 

items, which would not be as they are without it. In other words we would not enjoy the conscious lives 

we do, and experience the features of it that we do, without the real activity of self .̂

Mental activities

If I have succeeded in showing how it is that conscious items like memories, ideas, intentions and 

the rest, can properly be said to belong to a unifying self, this still leaves the matter of how self as such 

can be regarded as more than a series. I have argued that a process need not be regarded as any less a 

process, simply because it is composed of sub-processes. But this does not say why those sub-processes 

or activities that go to make up self should properly be regarded as doing so. Can we avoid the conclu

sion that, after all, there is an imagined Cartesian ego, lurking at the back of all this, which has unreflec-

l.The notion of self-activity might be instructive in respect of a lacuna in my account of self, 
having to do with subjectivity. Ted Honderich (1992) suggests that a visual experience has both a 
content and a subject, and that its content consists in its representation of an object. There is considera
ble difficulty, he suggests, in explaining representation. If we take visual representation of an object to 
be accomplished firstly in the distinguishing of one item from the rest of the visual Beld, by means of a 
range of activities, which might be thought to include or even to be expressible as the application of 
categories to it, then its representativeness may be explained as comprising the causal relation it is taken 
to have to the object (which, Honderich points out, is by itself not enough to explain representativeness) 
and its being the product of a set of ‘true representation generating activities’. To this it might be ob
jected that such an explanation would only give us how the visual representative content is produced, 
but not what, as a realistically conceived mental item, it is. The objection would be much of a piece 
with the complaint of one, who on being told that a television image is composed of several moving 
lines says ‘Yes, that is all very well, but what is it?’. The representativeness of the object would consist 
in its being generated by certain activities with the (non-conscious) function of accurately representing 
an object that is taken to cause it. Its relation to a subject would consist in its having been produced for 
the purposes representativeness serves in consciousness, by the same sorts of activities, which, operat
ing to different ends, are the sub-conscious substrate of self (the theme of activities being a sub-con
scious substrate of self is further explored in chapter 8).

At any rate, the notion of self as an activity stands in no worse a position, so far as explaining 
subjectivity goes, than the thing theory of self. Supposing that self were a thing, and looking again to 
the representativeness of content, one does not encounter a Cartesian self in a visual representation, 
even if the visual experience were to have a relation to such a self: its representativeness would not 
therefore be explained by self having this sort of nature.

2.Which is not to suggest that what is organised by self is just a featureless and plastic datum, in 
the Kantian sense, or, as 1 have said, that all the meanings things have for us are actively created.
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lively been assumed as the possessor of these activities?

What makes the activities parts of a larger activity or process, can be seen by reflecting on the 

sorts of activities they are. I have said that they will include categorising, questioning, directing, evalu

ating, recording, comparing and other reasoning and calculating activities. Activities like this are typi

cally done for reasons, no matter how loose such reasons might be. We ask questions to get answers. 

We record and compare in order to get clearer and more detailed accounts of things. Reasoning activi

ties are interlinked. They work together. Attempting to categorise may lead to questioning, and in turn 

to comparing, which might require evaluating, and so on.

As an account of self this is over-cerebral. Bodily actions are, at the same time, activities of self. 

They can be said to be produced by reasonings, but are not properly described as reasonings: they are 

actions. It is not only self-conscious selves that are capable of actions. Animals and small children, as I 

have suggested, can, in varying degrees, be thought of as substantial selves, able to direct themselves to 

certain ends, and also able to reason in limited ways about those ends and the means needed to achieve 

them. For self-conscious subjective selves, however, reasoning activities take on another dimension. 

Self-conscious self can not only ask questions and calculate the best means of attaining its goals, but 

can bring the goals themselves under scrutiny, evaluate them, and make decisions about whether to 

identify with or eschew them. Reasoning activities themselves can also be identified, refined, and 

modified.

The sorts of reasons that inform self-activity are, if Hegel is right, to be found ultimately in one’s 

social environment. One’s life hopes, as Honderich calls them, are exclusively to be found within the 

array of social possibilities. But once a particular goal is examined and affirmed, it is then internalised 

as an individual end. As such it becomes a personal goal. A personal goal is as much open to the criti

cal activities of self as anything else, and can be modifîed or abandoned as self determines. For as long 

as it endures, however, it is part of the material that provides the reasons for self-activity. Thus the rela

tionship between self and person is not a one way process in which the person is'perpetually made up, 

amended and driven by the self. The person includes the vast array of desires, aspirations, values, be

liefs, self-images, and so on, which sets self to work, and upon which it sets to work.

What might also be said to give unity to self-activity is continuity of the physical environment. 

Self-activity is partly directed towards what is happening in the physical environment. An environment

146



in which there was absolute spontaneity would not be one in which conscious unity of any sort could be 

achieved.

Just as the conscious (and sub-conscious) features of the mental life of the person are stamped by 

the activity of self, so in turn that activity is initiated by those features. The pattern or structure that 

makes reasoning activities into activities of self stems partly from their being reasoning activities, and 

from their being set to work in response to various features of the person. There is conscious unity 

therefore both in the activities of self, and in the experiencible features of consciousness. We do in part, 

and some more than others, make ourselves what we are, but that process is no make believe of the sort 

that Dennett takes it to be. And again, while it is unlikely that we are Cartesian egos, we are certainly 

something more than the fragmentary collections envisaged by Hume and Parfit
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8

SELVES, BRAINS AND TIME

Do I  endure over time?

To say, with the Stoic tradition, that freedom is acquired by learning to act in accordance with 

what is reasonable and good implies that freedom is something to be aspired to and perhaps only gradu

ally acquired (cf. Adler 1958, chs. 15-17). What it means to learn to act in accordance with what is 

reasonable and good would seem to devolve onto the further question ‘what is it to lead a good life?’. I 

have suggested, with Hegel, that the answers to that question, are to be found within one’s social and 

historical situation. It would be difficult to disagree with Marx that answers to that question are also to 

be found in changing features of that situation. Over and above that, one should say that some of the 

answers are of a personal nature and to be found within oneself. At any rate, to be able to achieve 

freedom, to whatever extent one does, would require at least that one endures in order to acquire it

This brings us to a further feature of self, and what we take ourselves to be, that has also been 

brought into question by Parfit’s reductionism. In having life hopes and endeavouring to realise them, 

we typically, and perhaps necessarily, imagine that we will be around to enjoy their realisation, and 

indeed that they should be realised by ourselves. So much at least, is true of some life hopes\ Like

wise, if I am to be free, even if that consisted merely in acting on my desires, it seems essential to my 

being so, not only that my desires are satisfîed, but that it is me who satisfies them. If freedom is taken 

in the Stoic sense of being able to think and act in accordance with reason, then again, one will scarcely 

be free if someone else does the reasoning and acting on one’s behalf, or takes it over from us. Again 

then, in respect of identity over time, the question of whether and in what sense we are free is bound up

l.One can, of course, have hopes for someone else’s wellbeing and good fortune when we are no 
longer alive. The writing of wills clearly involves such hopes.
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with that of self.

In what sense do any of us then, persist through time? I can look back now on a child of five, 

climbing into an abandoned railway building, and, dimly, on how he perceived it, which includes what 

he imaginatively invested it with; the pretended foes, allies and pursuers. Such memories are few and 

far from vivid. My brain and body as they are now form parts of a causal sequence that connects me to 

his. Looked at in that way our identity seems almost a contingent thing about us. I may focus instead on 

his relationships to a mother and father who are still my mother and father: that he was their son. This is 

true also of my brother. No doubt much of what I am now was there in some potential sense, within 

him. But other than my relationships to my family, there seems little of him in me. Our likes and dis

likes, interests, dispositions, character and goals are very different. In a real sense we are different 

people. I may expect that if Kevin Magill still exist forty years from now, then he may also be a differ

ent person from me. In that case, is what will happen then, anymore a matter of concern for me than if I 

were to die tomorrow?

According to Parfit what matters, as far as our continued existence over time is concerned, is not 

that some future person be identical with me, but that I survive, by being psychologically connected 

and/or continuous with that person (Parfit op cit., p. 287). Psychological continuity is a matter of de

gree, rather than the all-or-nothing we ordinarily imagine it to be. As we have seen already. Parfit takes 

it that if more than half of what I am now continues to exist in the future, then I will have more than 

half survived. In that case whether the person who is psychologically continuous with more than half of 

what I am now, is the same person as me, is an empty question. It would remain an empty question if 

the person was psychologically continuous with less than half of what I am now. It would be an empty 

question in just the same way that it would be an empty question to ask of a group of people who had 

been part of a club for several years, that had ceased to meet and reconvened years later with the same 

name and rules, whether it was the same club as before, or another club with the same name.

Parfît suggests, that if it were possible to realise the science fictional dream of teletransportation, 

this might be done by taking a reading of the precise composition of the person who is to be transport
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ed, destroying her body, and creating an exact copy at some distant pointé One would tend to think in 

that case, that one had been murdered and replaced by an exact copy. According to Parfit, however, the 

notion rests on a false assumption:

We could say here that my Replica will be me, or we could say instead that he will 
merely be someone else who is exactly like me. But we should not regard these as 
competing hypotheses about what will happen. For these to be competing hypotheses, 
my continued existence must involve a further fact. If my continued existence merely 
involves physical and psychological continuity, we know just what happens in this 
case. There will be some future person who will be physically exactly like me, and who 
will be fully psychologically continuous with me. This psychological continuity will 
have a reliable cause, the transmission of my blueprint. But this continuity will not 
have its normal cause, since this future person will not be physically continuous with 
me. This is a full description of the facts. There is no further fact about which we are 
ignorant. If personal identity does not involve a further fact, we should not believe that 
there are here two different possibilities: that my Replica will be me, or that he will be 
someone else who is merely like me. What could make these different possibilities? In 
what could the difference consist?^(Parfit, 1984, p. 242)

Parfit*s claim is difficult to resist, for as he says, the copy will be exactly like me, and fully 

psychologically continuous with me. In that case what I have described as self would also be fully

l.In Star Trek what happened was that the person’s body was broken down into its constituent 
atoms, which were somehow broadcast across space, and then reassembled. Using the same atoms, 
however, would be unimportant: we do not take ourselves to be the physical atoms that make us up, 
since these change over time, but the way they are put together.

2.1t seems perverse to attempt to determine what would be the outcome of something that we 
know no way of doing, and which may well be impossible: the sort of thing that gets philosophy a bad 
name even. Kathleen Wilkes has argued that it is futile to try and determine how our existing concepts 
would be applied in situations that we know to be impossible (Wilkes 1988, ch. 1). Wittgenstein has 
also warned against attempting to determine how certain concepts will be applied in unfamiliar circum
stances:

"It is as if our concepts involved a scaffolding of facts."
That would presumably mean: If you imagine certain facts otherwise, describe them 
otherwise, than the way they are, then you can no longer imagine the application of 
certain concepts, because the rules for their application have no analogue in the new 
circumstances. (Wittgenstein op cit., 350)

While what Wittgenstein says here is important, there does seem to be a place for at least some 
thought experiments in philosophy, as ways of isolating, albeit speculatively, what is not ordinarily 
isolated, to get a clearer view of it. In what follows I engage with a few of the thought experiments that 
seem to me to have this virtue, while steering clear of Parfit’s wilder imaginings, such as those involv
ing creatures that self-divide and then unite with others. I make no attempt to justify the distinction.
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replicated. What would there be about me now that would not be around at the other end of the trans

porter? If my copy would be the same as me in every minute detail, then surely, and as Parfit suggests, I 

would have survived, or what is nearly as good as (Ibid., p. 285).

According to Parfit what matters, or at any rate what should matter, is that some future person 

should be psychologically connected or continuous with me (Ibid., p. 287). Whether that would be as a 

result of the normal causes, or by something like teletransportation is irrelevant. Thus whether or not 

my brain persists is of secondary importance, and the continued existence of the rest of my body is a 

smaller matter still. No matter how resistant we might initially feel towards his arguments. Parfit sug

gests, the alternatives do not hold up.

In what follows I will try to set out an alternative that does hold up, and at the same time to sug

gest that Parfit’s reductionist arguments wrongly conflate questions about self-identity with questions 

about personal identity.

Self and brain

In one sense anyone would be bound to agree with Parfit’s view what matters about the brain is 

not the physical object as such, but what it makes possible psychologically. The brain is a marvellous 

thing, precisely because of what it does. Parfit concludes from this that if one could have psychological 

connectedness or continuity without the help of the brain, then that should not trouble us anymore than 

the replacement of various parts of our bodies. What is important about the brain is that it ‘is the carrier 

of psychological continuity ... the continuity of the brain would not matter when it was not the carrier of 

Relation R [psychological connectedness and/or psychological continuity, with the right kind of cause]’ 

(Ibid.,v. 284).

Parfit’s view of the relationship between mind and brain, as stated here, is dualistic. It is possible 

to imagine that my mind, or, to put the matter without prejudice to eliminative materialism, what my 

brain does, could be realised by another brain, or even by an entirely different sort of object, a comput
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er, for exam ple \  But in that case my mind would be different in one crucial respect from w hat it is 

now: it would not be processes taking place in my brain. To speak, as Parfit does, of the brain being the 

‘c a rrie r’ o f  psychological continuity , is to treat it as some sort o f vessel w ithin w hich o n e’s m ind is 

housed. The available evidence is entirely to the contrary. W hat we experience as features of our minds 

are, at the same time, processes taken place in brains. If exact (or almost exact) copies were to be made 

o f them , the copies would be d iffe ren t from the orig inals ju s t in virtue of their not being processes 

taking place in the original brains.

Let m e then, attempt to frame the identity claim that this involves. Since my concern right now is 

with the identity of particular minds and selves, rather than mental states in general, it is a claim about 

token identity. Since it is also conceivable that tokens o f mind could be realised by different physical 

systems (and even, according to Putnam, by non-physical systems: see Putnam 1975b; cf. also Block op 

cit. and Lewis 1991), it is a claim about identity of human minds. 1 will call the claim that any token of 

human m ind (and therefore self) is a physical process taking place in the brain, the Preliminary Thesis. 

L et us see now if it can be defended from P arfit’s attack. There are intricate and forbidding arguments 

about w hether mental events or processes can be said to be identical with neural events or processes 

(see, for instance, Kim 1984, Kripke 1980, Shaffer 1963 and Smart 1962). W ithout straying into that it 

can certain ly  be said that, short o f dualism , any m ind or set o f m ental states that is, psychologically  

speaking, indistinguishable from my mind, will fail to be identical with it if it is not a process taking 

place in m y brain (save in the sense that two cars m ight be deem ed identical). W hether my m ind is 

anything over and above processes going on in my brain (or w hether what goes on psychologically  

speaking, is even well described by the noun ‘mind’), it is at least something going on in my brain.

Parfit would say to this, no doubt, that while my mind is identical with what goes on in my brain 

in ju st this sense, this is, after all, a merely contingent or inessential feature o f its identity. W hat really 

m atters is its mental or psychological content. Again there is a certain  truth in this. Suppose that, for 

some reason, my brain were to turn red over night, w ithout this effecting its ability carry out its func-

l . l t  seems to me to be at least conceivable that it could be realised by a collectivity behaving in a 
way that is functionally identical with my mentally economy, such as in Block’s example of the citizens 
o f China, linked up by two way radios, and behaving in appropriate way (cf. Block op cit.).
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lions. It would then be the case that my thoughts would be ‘going on’ in a red brain. That would then be 

a feature of their identity. It would be a feature of their identity, however, that should not trouble me. 

So long as the colour is all that changes, and, thus, that its doing so has no untoward effects, it would 

not matter.

If ‘my’ mental processes were to go on in a different brain, should this trouble me anymore than if 

they were to go on in the same brain, only that it had turned red? Large questions about the nature of 

identity loom: I will try to keep them to a minimum. What we are concerned with is the identity of my 

mind, in the sense that counts. I have suggested that it counts that it is a process taking place in this 

brain. A rejoinder has been considered, that points out that if this were so, then what counts would 

include things that are part of the brain’s physical identity but are incidental to what it does. But if 

things like the colour of the brain are incidental to what it does, to the processes it carries out, then they 

can be set aside when considering what it does. To say that what I am, mentally speaking, is, in addition 

to what can be psychologically identified, a process in this brain, is to identify that with the physical 

process^ rather than other features that identify the object in which the process takes place. There is 

then, in a sense, an indirect, or two level identity relation, between what I am, mentally speaking, and 

my brain. What I am, mentally speaking, is, among other things, a physical process, and, in turn, that 

process is something taking place in this brain.

In a different brain a different physical process would be going on, just in virtue of its going on in 

a different brain. This would be so even if the different brain were, in all other respects, indistinguisha

ble from this one (in which case we might say that it is type identical with this one, but not token iden

tical). It follows that if what I am, among other things, is this physical process, then a copy of my mind 

in another brain would not be identical with it.

Parfit takes up the issue of whether what one is essentially, can be identified with the brain in 

response to an argument of Thomas Nagel (cf. Parfit op cit., pp. 468-477). Nagel suggests that ‘what I 

am is whatever in fact makes it possible for the person TN to identify and reidentify himself and his 

mental states’ (Ibid., p. 469). If it turned out that what made that possible was a Cartesian ego, then 

Nagel would really be a Cartesian ego. But if ‘certain states and activities of my brain underlie the 

mental capacity, then that brain in those states ... is what I am, and my survival of the destruction of my 

brain is not conceivable (Ibid.). ‘I’, in this case, refers to whatever it is that explains my psychological
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continuity. Nagel also claims, according to Parfit, that we intend ‘F to refer to the subject of our experi

ences. What explains my psychological continuity is my brain. The subject of my experiences is also 

my brain.

Against this second claim Parfit argues that while ‘F is intended to refer to the subject of one’s 

experiences, that subject is not the brain but the person. ‘F does not refer to the brain, but that which 

has a brain, and a body. A person is distinct from her brain and body. If the person that has a brain and 

a body is also nothing more than that brain and body, there is no necessary contradiction in this. We 

sometimes refer to entities such as France, and do so meaningfully. What we mean by France is a par

ticular nation. That nation’s existence consists in nothing more than its citizens behaving together in 

various ways within a defined territory. We do not mean, however, when we use the word ‘France’, to 

refer, as such, to its citizens or its territory. The same is true of persons: their existence consists in 

nothing more than the existence of brains and bodies, the doing of deeds, and the occurrence of mental 

states and events, but the word ‘person* does not refer to any of these things. Likewise with Nagel’s 

first claim - that we intend to use ‘I’ to refer to what explains my psychological continuity - Parfit 

argues that while it is certainly the brain that explains psychological continuity, it is not that which we 

intend the word ‘F to refer to.

Attempting to determine personal-identity or self-identity by pinning down the intended referent 

of the word ‘F seems to me to be a dubious enterprise, for reasons already stated: the word is used in 

different ways in different contexts. Sometimes what is described using the word ‘F can be reworded 

leaving it out. Sometimes its use is ineliminable. It looks unlikely that it always refers to the same 

thing. Nagel settles on this line of argument in trying to do as much justice as can be done to our ordi

nary sense of self, which he supposes is what we take ‘F to refer to. That ordinary sense of self, it is 

claimed, involves our being separately existing entities, distinct from our brains^ and bodies, whose 

continued existence must be all or nothing. The brain is not a thing whose continued existence is all or 

nothing, and it is not distinct from itself, but it is at least a separately existing entity (cf. Ibid., p. 473).

Setting aside the intended reference of ‘F, I want to suggest that the most immediate sense each of

l it seems more accurate to say that one’s sense of self is blind to the brain rather than distinct 
from it.
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us has of herself or himself is as thinker, reasoner, questioner, actor and decider. These things do occur, 

and they have a unity as self-activities. As they occur in each of us, they also have an identity over and 

above their psychological description, which is that they are, like other features of our mental lives, 

processes taking place in particular brains. If it were possible to duplicate them in different brains, or 

even in other types of physical medium, they would then be duplicates. If you made an exact copy of 

my brain and body, and at the same time destroyed the brain and body of which the copy was made, 

what resulted would not, in one very important sense, be me. It would be an exact copy of me. I would 

be dead and gone.

Parfit would reply that since the copy would have full (although abnormal) psychological con

nectedness and continuity with me, and would continue just as I would have done, then his continued 

existence and mine would be indistinguishable in respect of what counts. The mere fact of his being 

made of a numerically different, although identical, set of atoms, can hardly be thought to matter. It is 

not the atoms, as such, that matter. What matters is the identity of the physical processes going on in 

my brain, which are, at the same time, my mental contents. That matters because it is only in such a 

determinate physical form that I as the thinker of my thoughts really exist. What I am psychologically, 

exists here and now in virtue of its being a process in this brain. Destroy the form and you destroy me. 

Different physical processes, different self.

If that happened I might console myself that someone else would love and care for my family and 

friends\ and fulfil my ambitions, both for myself and for others. Also, in as much as my pride and 

satisfaction in my endeavours and achievements depends on their believing that it is me that has done 

the achieving, then I might consider that, as Parfit suggests, this would be better than the ordinary kind 

of death. That, however, is as far as it would go. I would not be able to look forward to realising my 

ambitions myself. 1 would not be able to look forward to experiences of any kind at all.

1. Although for their peace of my mind I think it would be preferable that they should not know 
what had happened.
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Staying alive

Parfit claims that one of the benefits of accepting his reductionist account is that it makes the 

thought of one’s inevitable death less depressing, because it enables us to see that all that it involves is 

that there will be a break between our present experiences, and various possible future experiences 

(Ibid., p. 281). I think it would involve a loss of more than that. But even then, how sanguine one is 

about one’s death seems dependent on several things. For some people, at some times, life without 

meaning is unendurable. For most non-human animals, which we believe to live without meaning, on 

the other hand, there seems naturally to be a strong desire to stay alive. A composite of chemicals and 

meanings may be what it takes to keep any of us wanting to continue to exist, or it may be that the 

distinction between chemicals and meanings does not apply in respect of this\ It seems conceivable 

that one should hold to a non-reductionist account of self of the sort I have outlined, and come to view 

one’s death without regret. At any rate, if one strongly wishes to stay alive, as so many of us do, it is a 

hope that could not be satisfied if one were copied by a teletransporter and one’s brain and body de

stroyed. If it were not reasonable to want to stay alive, then of course it would not be reasonable to 

mind going through a teletransporter. I know of no compelling argument, however, for holding that it is 

generally unreasonable to want to stay alive.

Parfit has a counter argument to the intuitive pull of the idea that we would die if we were copied 

and our brains and bodies replaced. He asks to imagine that all our brain cells have a fatal defect, which 

necessitates that they all be replaced by replicas that are identical in all respects apart from that of 

having the defect. There are two ways, he suggests, in which this might be done:

In Case One, the surgeon performs a hundred operations. In each of these, he removes a 
hundredth part of my brain, and inserts a replica of this part. In Case Two, the surgeon 
follows a different procedure. He first removes all of the parts of my brain, and then 
inserts all of their replicas.(/W., p.474)

In the first case, since each of the new parts is joined for a time to the rest of my brain it thereby

l.For an intriguing fictional suggestion about what supplies the will to live see Levi 1990.
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becomes a part of my brain, with the consequence that when the last part is inserted what is left is still 

my brain. In case two, however, since none of the new parts are ever connected to the rest of the brain, 

none of them can ever be parts of my brain, with the consequence that my brain ceases to exist when 

the old parts are replaced by the new ones.

Since Nagel believes that I am my brain, and that I would not survive replication and destruction 

of my present brain and body, he is bound to say that in the first case I will survive, but in the second I 

will die. In both cases there will be a brain that is exactly like my present one, minus the defects, and in 

both cases the same parts will be used. Can this. Parfit asks, really be the difference between life and 

death? Can it depend only on whether the new parts are hooked in, for a time, to the old ones?

The idea that it would matter, can I think be defended, by remembering that what is important is 

not the brain as such, but the processes taking place in the brain. If 1% of the brain is replaced, then as a 

physical object, there is a sense in which it will be 1% different from it was before. 1% of the neurons 

that make it up will be different, notwithstanding that we can describe them as now being part of the 

same old brain. But there will be no corresponding change in the neural processes: save if the replace

ment causes some sort of dysfunction. Some philosophers have come close to suggesting that con

sciousness is somehow related to what the brain is, rather than what it does(cf. McGinn 1991, and 

Searle 1990), as if there were something about the biological, chemical or atomic structure of neurons, 

that transforms them into the receptacles of some heavenly spark. What seems more important about 

neurons is what their composition, and the way it is structured, makes possible. There is persuasive 

evidence to suggest that the main thing that neurons do, through their combined efforts, is to process 

information (cf. Churchland 1988, pp. 123-165). Possible analogies abound. Here is one. The activity of 

a clock can be described as a process. Suppose the clock has a cog that moves only once a minute. If the 

cog is replaced, without disturbing the process, the process will have endured. Likewise, if the brain 

were replaced bit by bit, there could be continuity of the neural process, in which case, although, in one 

sense, the brain would not be the same, the process would not have changed. It would have been pre

served by the piecemeal replacement of brain parts.

With the second case, there is not continuity of process. Since the parts are replaced all at once, 

the process that was going on within the original brain will not have been preserved. In that case I 

would not have survived the change.

157



Consider then, a different suggestion of Parfit’s. Taking a lead from real cases in which people 

have survived the destruction of more than half of their brains, he suggests that it is conceivable that a 

brain be divided, and the two halves operated on and placed in two bodies, and that they go on to lead 

separate lives. In that case, the two resulting people could not both be the original person, and yet her 

brain would have survived in the two halves. In addition, this would seem to be closer to survival than 

death, because she would have psychological connectedness and continuity with the two resulting 

people. If that is true. Parfit argues, then in the teleltransportation case, although the replica would not 

be me, my relationship to him would also contain what really matters, and, therefore, replication with 

destruction of my brain and body would be as good as survival.

The conclusion can be resisted. On my account, each of us is a not just a psychological process, or 

set of processes, but those things taking place in the brain. Since division of the brain could, in princi

ple, be achieved in such a way that the processes in the divided halves be physically continuous with 

processes going on before they were divided, and providing that there is enough of the right sorts of 

processes in each half, I would survive as two people. The same can not be said, however, of the rela

tionship between me and my teletransported replica. In that case there would be no continuity of physi

cal process, and therefore no survival (in the sense in which survival is important for me).

Parfit suggests that whether my replica would be the same person as me would be an empty ques

tion. We have no criteria for settling this. It seems to me that there is a sense in which he would be the 

same person, and that there is a sense in which he would not. What I am as a person includes, among 

other things, what I am as self. If then, the replica self, would not be my self, then in that sense the 

replica would not be the same person as me. On the other hand, it seems plausible that since he is iden

tical with me he would be the same person as me. Perhaps settling this kind of thing, if it were ever to 

happen, would require the evolution of social conventions. At any rate, if it could be claimed that the 

replica would be the same person as me, what we would then have would be the same person but a 

different self. This stands in contrast then, to what happens over time, when, if Ï am right, self persists, 

but the person, in a sense, does not.
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Loss o f the person with survival of self

Another argument (taken from Bernard Williams) that Parfit brings to bear against the idea that 

what I am essentially is my brain, is that of a neurosurgeon who operates on my brain in such a way as 

to remove all psychological continuity (Parfit 1984, pp. 229-230). In that case the brain would be the 

same. Would the resulting person be me? Nagel suggests that the important thing is not the brain, but 

the brain in certain states. The brain in certain states is presumably meant to refer to intentions, memo

ries, beliefs, values, ambitions, personality and so on. If all those features were obliterated so that what 

resulted was a person who took himself to be Napoleon, and thought like him, personal identity would 

not be preserved, but the brain would no longer be in the states that matter.

It seems that things like this do sometimes happen, although not as a result of deliberate neurosur

gical manipulation. People have been known to respond to accidents and severe trauma, by loosing their 

memory and suffering radical changes in personality. It can scarcely be denied that what results is, in an 

important sense, not the same person, even if only temporarily. I have claimed that self does not consist 

in experiencible features of the person, like memories, beliefs and personality, but in certain activities. I 

have argued, in addition that those activities as they occur in a person, are neural processes essentially. 

It would seem possible, therefore, that self could persist in such cases alongside radical loss of personal 

identity.

It may seem, at first blush, that this consequence renders my view of what I am essentially, unbe

lievable. How, it may be asked, could I still be around if my brain ended up thinking like Napoleon and 

believing that it was Napoleon? In reply I think we can say that I would be a different person, but I 

would, nevertheless, have survived, in virtue of continuity of self. We can imagine the same thing 

happening, a little less dramatically, if, say, a successful and contented person were to ‘lose every

thing’. In that case the person’s beliefs, values, ambitions, confidence, self-image, and personality, 

might all be undermined by the loss of the circumstances that sustained them. It would be plausible to 

say that although they had survived, they would no longer be the same person.

This is not, of course, to suggest that the loss of personal identity in this way, would not matter. It 

would certainly matter that one lost one’s memory, values, beliefs, ambitions, and personality. It would

159



just not matter to one’s survival whether they were lost.*

If, however, destruction of psychological continuity were so total as to remove not only features of 

the person like memories, beliefs, values, ambitions and personality, but also processes that constitute 

self, then destruction of any psychological continuity must at the same time destroy the physical conti

nuity of self processes. Neurosurgical manipulation resulting in complete psychological discontinuity, if 

it were possible, would seem to mean death.

On the other hand what would it mean to say that there would be psychological discontinuity not 

only in respect of what goes to make up personal identity, but also self processes? We need to know 

something about how that might affect the brain. Suppose that our surgeon operates in such a way as to 

discontinue, say, 50% of the processes that constitute self, would I in that case 50% survive? If it were 

possible to 50% discontinue self, then it would indeed follow that I would only 50% survive an opera

tion that did this. But how could it be done? An obvious way of doing it would be to neurally identify 

the various processes that constitute the self, and by some means to shut them down. But think back 

now to what I have argued that self is. In addition to self-conscious self I have said that there is a lower 

level or substratum of self, which I described as ‘substantial self. Substantial self refers to those neuro

logical control functions that give us unity of conscious experience and some degree of control over our 

bodies. Supposing that some of these processes were discontinued, would one expect to fractionally 

survive that, depending on what percentage of one’s over all self processes were discontinued? What 

might happen would be that the brain would merely restart those processes, and that those processes 

that had not been discontinued would be enough to secure overall continuity of self. In that case I would 

100% survive. What might happen instead, would be that the brain could not restart the discontinued 

processes. In that case, I might well find myself unable to experience conscious unity at all. If that were 

so I might 100% fail to survive. The sort of discontinuity that is being considered is drastically different 

from that of memory loss or loss of other features of what mark me out as a person. This would be 

discontinuity of those processes that make conscious unity possible. If they were not recommenced 

following some temporary suspension, what would result would be brain damage. If my conscious

1 .It could of course, matter indirectly, in that one might not want to go on living if all this were
lost.

160



functions were reduced or impaired, then fractional survival would be one way of describing the result 

It is not how we would ordinarily refer to such a happening, but it would not be entirely inaccurate.

If on the other hand the discontinuation were to be of the higher order processes that make up self- 

conscious self, or subject, i.e. reasoning, deciding and acting, it is difficult to know what to make of the 

suggestion. To discontinue any of this would just be to interrupt a question, or an evaluation, or a deci

sion, or an action. As I have suggested, what gives these activities unity as self-processes, in addition to 

the control functions of the substantial self, is their intentional directedness toward other reasoning 

activities, toward the beliefs, goals, attitudes, memories etc., of the person, and toward the social and 

the physical environment. Stability and continuity in these items would make it possible that any inter

ruption of reasoning activities be simply resumed without any substantial loss in the overall continuity 

of self. It would seem then, that in light of the easy replaceability of self-conscious activities, that the 

existential bedrock of self is to be found in the unifying and control activities of self as substance.^

Parfit suggests that our concept of personal identity is such as not to allow that one person can be 

two people. If the division produces two people, each possessing all or most of my memories, character, 

intentions, ambitions and so on, then it would be arbitrary to say that I would be one of them rather than 

the other. He argues that whether I would be one or both or neither is an empty question. Personal iden

tity is not what matters in these imaginary cases, or anyway, not what matters the most.^ I agree. What 

matters most would be survival of self. Self-identity, therefore, is what matters.

In order to survive as self there must be continuity of the activities that constitute self. Continuity 

of self, however, does not consist only in psychological connectedness or continuity. What is also 

important is physical continuity. For that reason in order for me to survive, my brain must survive; or if 

it is replaced, this must be done gradually. If I were a programme going on in a mainframe computer, 

then in order for me to survive, the computer would have to ‘survive’ or endure. The physical identity

l.The distinction between substantial self and self-conscious self should not be taken as implying 
that there are two selves. It is meant only to distinguish between two levels of self.

2.1t would certainly matter to the two resulting people, who owned what, who was married to 
whom, and so forth.
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of the processes that constitute what I am as self, are part of my self-identity.'

Self and consciousness

The Preliminary Thesis, that mind, and, therefore, self, in addition to being psychological process

es, are also essentially physical processes taking place in the brain, while not exactly false, is still 

phrased in such a way as to mislead. I claimed that there is a two level relationship between what I am, 

mentally speaking, and my brain: that what I am, mentally speaking, is, among other things, a physical 

process, and, in turn, that this process is something taking place in this brain. To describe the relation

ship in that way can give the impression that the process is somehow describable in abstraction from the 

brain. The description, in other words, has not gotten far enough from dualism. Instead of psychological 

processes being considered just as psychological processes, without any thought to their essentially 

physical identity, we now have a physical process, described as if it were, all by itself, a physical proc

ess, i.e. as if it were some sort of separate or distinct entity. I have argued that the process is essentially 

physical, and that while it could be duplicated in a different brain, it could not itself take place in a 

different brain. But to speak in this way is to imply that there is some sense in talking of the process 

itself as distinct from the brain. We can describe it less misleadingly as a brain activity. Since this 

replaces the Preliminary Thesis let us call it the Amended Thesis: that tokens of human mind (and there

fore self) are brain activities, or, rather, the brain acting in certain characteristic ways.

This description is not required merely for reasons of precision, I claimed that the most immediate 

sense each of us has of ourselves is as thinker, reasoner, questioner, actor and decider, and that this is 

the sense of self. I have also argued that self consists not only in the activities of self-conscious sub

jects, but at a more basic and fundamental level, in the processes that enable us to experience things in 

something like a unified way, to be able to control our bodies, and so on. Many of these processes take

1.Parfit classifies Nagel’s view that what he is his brain in certain states, as coinciding with the 
‘Narrow Psychological Criterion’ of personal identity, according to which a person’s continuing to exist 
consists in psychological continuity with its normal cause. My account is different from this. In the first 
place it is not a criterion of personal identity, but self identity. Neither do I regard the neural continuity 
of self as important because this is its normal cause, but because its physical embodiment is essential to 
its token identity.
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place on a level outside or below consciousness. They are, among other things, what is embodied in 

skills.

It is well worn advice that skills cannot just be communicated in books or word of mouth, and, 

indeed, that there is something in them that cannot be communicated at all. To learn a skill requires 

practice. The activity of practising involves a persistent adaption by those areas of the brain that deal 

with what is required for the skill. Patterns are laid down in the brain, and by those means the person 

acquires the skill. Much of a skill is unconscious however. This is as true for a professor as for a car

penter. To have the sense of what are good research techniques, what is relevant information, what is 

sound argument, and what is good prose, are things that becomes second nature to those who have 

acquired the skills; and what is second nature does not require the directedness of consciousness. The 

skills that any of us have, include not only those things that might be listed in a curriculum vitae, or that 

might be evident from one, but also the ability to move one’s body in a coordinated way, to communi

cate, to recognise, to compare, and all those things that make it possible for us to have intelligible 

experiences.

It has been said already that much of what makes the unity of consciousness possible, takes place 

at a level below consciousness. It involves activities that may be initiated by consciousness, but which 

are not under its moment to moment control: for example I deliberately or intentionally read from a 

page, but the multiplicity of processes that transform what is received by the retina into my reading of 

the text are what I rely on in being able to perform the main task, rather than a set of tasks I consciously 

perform. It may be true to say that consciousness rests on unconscious foundations, and we might also 

describe it as constituted by routines or processes that in themselves are not conscious. What any of us 

is, therefore, is more than what we are aware of self-consciously. What each of us is, is a brain engag

ing in activities, that through their combined operations constitute the unity of consciousness, and self- 

consciousness.

If consciousness were something in itself, not in the sense of being immaterial, but just in not 

being constituted by unconscious or sub-conscious processes, and if each of us were essentially a con

scious process (even if also a physical process), we would, as Hume claimed, cease to exist every time 

we go to sleep. That this would be so, follows from the loss of continuity of process. But our brains 

continue to live and to actively function while we are asleep, and to reengage in conscious activity
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when we reawake. What I am is my brain living and functioning. What I am in my waking life, is my 

brain living and functioning in a conscious way, or in a ‘consciousness producing way’. The conscious 

way in which my brain functions involves, most importantly, those self activities I have described.

This may seem like having it both ways. I have attempted to defend a view of self as an activity or 

set of activities, but now I claim that it is the brain engaging in those activities. Which is it to be? Am I 

my brain or the activities? And isn’t the claim that I am my brain simply a reversion to the thing theory 

of self, only now that instead of being an immaterial entity self has become a physical object? Such 

questions arise from assuming that certain other questions come to the same thing, or at least, that they 

must have the same answer. They include the following: ‘what gives my mental life its apparent 

unity?’, ‘what gives me control over what I do?’, and ‘how can I be said to endure over time?’. The idea 

of self as an activity that embodies reason answers the first two questions, but not, as such, the third. 

Self, as such, is an impersonal set of activities. It is not defined either psychologically or physically, but 

formally. Self as instantiated in me, is part of what I am, and indeed I have argued that my most imme

diate sense of what I am is attached to that instantiation (meaning my reasonings, decisions and 

actions). What self is, as instantiated in me, is not fully described by referring to its formal character: it 

is also an activity my brain is engaged in. It is the formal character of self - its type identity - that 

accounts for the unity of my consciousness and my self-conscious control, rather than its physical 

description (although, obviously, I would have no unity of consciousness without the physical instantia

tion of self as an activity of my brain). But when it comes to saying what /  am, and how it is that I 

endure over time, the physical description of self - its token identity - is indispensable. What I am is my 

brain engaging in its characteristic activities, one of which is the instantiation of self.

If what I am is my brain engaging in its characteristic activities, then it would follow from this 

that I am more than just those activities that constitute self (or more than my brain engaging in just 

those activities). An obvious temptation might be to say that my brain engaging in its characteristic 

activities is what I am as a person. I think that this is certainly what is most important about the person, 

but what it is to be a person refers to more than just what goes on in the brain. As we have seen, it also 

refers to the body. It might be thought to depend as well, on whether others allow that I am a person (cf. 

Putnam 1975c, and Van De Vate 1972).

There is no single answer to the question ‘what am I?’(cf. also Rorty 1976, p. 1), just because
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there is really no single question. What 1 am can be specified in several different ways. What 1 am is an 

organism of the species homo sapiens. What I am, more particularly, is the brain of that organism 

behaving in certain ways. I am also the set of activities that I have called self. Add to this that I am the 

person called Kevin Magill. And if there is anything over and above all this that is picked out by the 

word ‘r ,  then maybe 1 am those things as well. Now, of course, all this does is to set out some of the 

many ways in which a person can be described. What Parfit and many philosophers concerned with 

personal identity will say to that, is that they are interested in what we are essentially or fundamentally, 

in other words, what a person is in the sense that should most matter to them. Their conclusions about 

that question might be to say that there is no answer to it, but that nevertheless it is the question they are 

concerned with.

Posing the question ‘what am 1 essentially, or in the sense that most matters?’ probably does serve 

to put aside some inessential considerations about what 1 am, but it does not succeed in narrowing 

things down to one question. What I am essentially, in the sense of being a reasoner, actor, decider, and 

owner of my mental contents, is not quite what I am essentially, in the sense of being that which en

dures over time. It is not that I am two things or two beings, in some strange metaphysical way, but 

rather that there are two features of what I am that are important in these two contexts. Recall Hume’s 

perplexity at being convinced of the soundness of the reasoning and evidence for his theory of self, but 

not being able to believe it. He was unable to believe it because of an unshakable sense that his dispa

rate mental contents had unity. Any easy explanation of this for an unreflective materialist would be 

that the unity of consciousness comes of its going on in a single brain. This would explain nothing. It is 

conceivable that different features of consciousness go on in different areas of the brain and fail to be 

united, consciously, at all. Even if we (wrongly) imagined consciousness to be located in just one area 

of the brain, that would still fail to explain the unity of consciousness. The unity of consciousness, qua 

consciousness, and in as much as it is united, includes nothing of neural position. All that can be got 

from spatial unity is spatial unity. This could no more explain the unity of consciousness than if we 

were to try to explain how two fours add up to eight by reference to their spatial proximity on either 

side of a plus sign.

Any explanation of the unity of consciousness must have something to say about consciousness 

qua consciousness. References to brains or brain processes cannot do the whole job. What is important.
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is the nature of the processes, considered formally. Whatever explains the unity of consciousness in me, 

should explain it in anyone else. What explains the unity of consciousness, or, rather, what explains the 

different ways in which consciousness is a unity, are those reason embodying activities called self.

Once it is established that I have conscious unity, and even self-conscious unity, the question of 

how I can be said to endure over time needs a different answer: conscious unity and what produces it 

can not answer that. There is no inconsistency, however, in looking elsewhere for the answer to this 

question: that there does appear to be, arises from taking that feature of what I am that is crucial to the 

unity of consciousness to be all that I am, or all that I am essentially. It does not follow from the fact 

that what explains the unity of my consciousness is the formal character of a set of activities going on in 

me, that this formal character is all there is to them (or me). To say so would be to lapse again into 

dualism. Because such activities can be considered formally, it does not follow that they could exist in a 

formal way. As activities going on in me, they are embodied. They are activities of my brain. I am also, 

therefore, my brain functioning and behaving in certain ways, and it is because of this that I can proper

ly said to endure over time.

Where would the Amended Thesis, that what I am in the sense of something that endures over 

time is my brain behaving in certain ways (as opposed to a physical process that merely happens to be 

going on in my brain), stand with respect to the Parfitian thought experiments we have been consider

ing? With respect to the split brain example nothing changes. If what I am is my brain behaving in 

certain ways, then provided the two halves continued to behave in those ways, I would, in that case, 

survive as two people. Nothing changes either, with respect to the 100% replacement of parts. Provided 

my brain could continue to engage in its standard activities, as each part is replaced, there would be 

continuity of my brain and its activities. If the replacement was to be all at once, however, then again, 

my brain would not continue to engage in its characteristic activities. Continuity would be lost and I 

would be dead. The same remains true of teletransportation.

In Parfit’s imagined case of total psychological discontinuity, I suggested that if the discontinuity 

extended to shutting down self-processes the effects of that would depend on whether the brain was 

able to recommence those processes. In fact if the brain were able to do this, and if the preliminary 

thesis (that what I am essentially, in respect of enduring over time, is physical self-processes going on 

in the brain, and that what matters is the continuity of those processes as such), had been correct, then
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discontinuity followed by resumption of the processes would have meant the destruction of one self (or, 

rather, one instantiated set of self-processes) and the creation of another. If instead, we accept the re

vised thesis, that what I am is the brain functioning in its characteristic ways, then just as I endure 

through sleep, I would endure such interruptions of my brain activities. As before, if my brain were 

unable to resume these activities it would be damaged.

All that is needed, therefore, for me to survive and endure, and to still be around forty years from 

now, is that my brain continues to function and behave in its characteristic ways. If my brain endures 

then /  will endure. For the same reason, it was me who climbed through the broken window of the old 

railway yard twenty eight years ago: the neural processes that are my self now, are a continuation of 

what was taking place in his brain.

Parfit wrongly concludes that because personal identity is not what matters about survival, it is 

only psychological continuity or connectedness that matters. What matters is self, and any token of self 

is essentially both a psychological and a physical process going on in a particular brain. It is because of 

the continuity of the process that we can be said truly to endure, as selves, across the years.
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Part 4 Free Selves
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AGENTS AND AGENCY

What makes my actions mine?

The notion of ‘free agency’ is often used interchangeably with ‘free will’, but it also involves the 

idea that an agent is something whose existence can be attested to by the effect she has on the world: 

that without the contribution she makes as an agent, the world would be different. With the concept of 

agency, therefore, the nature of ownership of actions, and what it is that owns them, is inescapable. For 

Incompatibilists this has meant that free agency requires not only contra-causal freedom of action, but 

the placing of self beyond the domain of natural law; thus, the Cartesian ego and Kant’s transcendental 

self.

In chapter 3 I considered Nagel’s argument that our standard conception of agency, according to 

which my thoughts and actions are my doing, is incompatible not only with a causal account of them, 

but with any view of them as events that ‘happen’. I argued that as far as deliberate decisions are con

cerned we are compelled to see^them as up to us, as inescapably something that we have to do, and 

that this is not incompatible with an objective view of them. My argument demonstrates how it is that 

we must view certain decisions and actions as up to us before we do them and while we do them. Nagel 

could reply to this, however, that while we are constrained to view difficult decisions and actions (and, 

perhaps, any actions and decisions, in light of my argument in chapter 7 that although we are aware of 

our decisions and actions we do not experience them) as up to us before and during the doing of them, 

we are not so constrained after they are done. Looking back on my decisions and actions I must admit 

that after all they were just events, and as such that they are describable just as events, i.e. that they can 

be described without specifying any internal relation to a unified possessor.

Peter Strawson argues in ‘Persons’ (1991) that experiences cannot be specified without reference 

to their owner. The same will be true of actions and decisions. But while it is not possible to specify my 

past actions and decisions without identifying them as mine, it is certainly possible to describe them as
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events without my doing of them adding anything we do not already know from their being identified 

as mine. Thus, suppose I decided after much deliberation, to renounce my long standing membership of 

an organisation. The event is distinguished from many other decisions by its being one of mine, and its 

being a decision to break with such-and-such an organisation gives us all the further description we 

need. Identifying it as my decision seems merely to place it within a class of events: the class of events 

that are my decisions. Thereafter, there seems to be nothing intrinsic to it that gives it an additional 

property, lacking in the majority of events, of being my doing. What is it about my decisions that makes 

them mine?

It would seem that there are four conceivable sorts of answer to this: either what makes my deci

sions and actions my doing, are the relations they bear to me as something distinct from them, or that 

there is something intrinsic to them that stamps them as mine (which is not necessarily incompatible 

with the first answer), or, finally, that as Nagel suggests, there is no sense, in terms of events, that can 

be given to the subjective view of my actions and decisions as being my doing. If we opt for the first 

sort of answer we must follow Kant and Descartes in placing self beyond the realm of events, since if 

we do not do this the self that my actions and decisions are said to belong to would itself be no more 

than a collection of events lacking an owner. Chisholm’s (1976) notion of ‘agent causation’ (the capaci

ty to cause without being caused) is a modem version of this. The defeating problem with this, as with 

any dualism, is its inability to say how something that exists beyond the realm of natural causation can 

nevertheless affect it If an unmysterious account of agency can be given, therefore, it must be in identi

fying what there is about certain actions and decisions that makes them our own doing.

In recent years there has been an interesting and productive discussion about how to find a place 

for agency in the natural sequence of events, commencing with Frankfurt’s ‘Freedom of the Will and 

the Concept of a Person’ (1971), which 1 discussed in chapter 5. Frankfurt’s suggestion is that if there is 

something that makes an agent’s actions hers, we may isolate it by looking at behaviour we do not think 

of as being truly within the power of whoever is doing it, such as the behaviour of a drug addict, a child 

or an animal, and identifying what we take to be lacking in such cases. To recap: Frankfurt observes 

that an agent fails to participate in her own behaviour to the extent that she is alienated from the mo

tives that cause it. He suggests that an agent contributes to her behaviour by identifying with the motive 

that actuates it, and that she does this by having an effective second-order desire to be actuated by that

170



motive.

Gary Watson (1982a) argues that second-order desires could not fulfil the role of the agent be

cause there is nothing about them that necessitates that an agent must identify with them. Instead he 

argues, what distinguishes those cases in which an agent can be said to participate in her behaviour 

from compulsive behaviour in which she does not participate, is that the desires and emotions that 

produce the latter kind of behaviour are ‘more or less radically independent of the evaluational systems 

of these agents’ {Ibid., p. 110). Watson distinguishes between desires and values as independent sources 

of motivation, such that the phrase

‘what one most wants’ may mean either ‘the object of the strongest desire’ or ‘what one 
most values. This phrase can be interpreted in terms of strength or in terms of ranking 
order or preference. The problem of free action arises because what one desires may not 
be what one values, and what one most values may not be what one is finally moved to 
get.(/W.,p. 100)

Watson’s argument, incidentally, is not just that an agent’s values are a more plausible alternative 

to Frankfurt’s second order desires, as what goes to make for actions in which the agent is truly in

volved, but also that Frankfurt’s account gives a distorted picture of practical reasoning. Agents, as 

Watson remarks

do not (or need not usually) ask themselves which of their desires they want to be effec
tive in action; they ask themselves which course of action is most worth pursuing. The 
initial practical question is about courses of action and not about themselves.(/6/d., p. 
109)

According to David Velleman, however, since it is possible for an agent to be alienated from the 

values that produce her behaviour, Watson’s linkage of agency to the agent’s value system also fails 

(Velleman 1992). In what follows I will attempt to defend Watson’s account from Velleman’s criti

cisms by applying the account of self developed in chapters 6 and 7 to the concept of agency. In doing 

so I will try to show how it is possible for an agent to identify with some of her values against others, 

and how she can be alienated from her actions while still believing that they are to some extent her own 

doing. —
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Locating the causal contribution of the agent

The need to find something about an agent’s actions, that makes them hers is well attested to by 

Velleman. He argues that the ‘standard [philosophical] story of human action’, in which actions consist 

in bodily behaviour, which is caused by an intention, which in turn is caused by beliefs and desires, 

leaves the agent with no role to perform. It will not do, he argues, to say that the participation of the 

agent is constituted by the sequence of reasons, intentions and behaviour. According to our ordinary 

full-blooded view of actions, reasons do not cause intentions, and intentions do not cause bodily beha

viour. Instead, an agent takes reasons into account in forming an intention, and may then go on to 

execute that intention. The role of the agent ‘is to intervene between reasons and intention, and between 

intention and bodily movements, in each case guided by the one to produce the other’ (Jbid., p. 463).

But why can’t we say that an agent participates in the production of her behaviour, just so long as 

she does not disassociate herself from the mental states and events that produce it? The obvious reason 

would be that if the agent will be caused by her mental states to behave in a particular way, regardless 

of her attitude to it, then she can hardly be said to play any part in it. This claim seems to have two 

components: a. if an agent can disassociate herself from a mental state or event, that her identity must 

be distinct from it*; and b. if she has an identity that is distinct from a mental state or event, the causal 

contribution it makes to her behaviour canriot be her contribution. We can accept a, however, while 

rejecting b. If it is within an agent’s power to prevent a mental state or event from affecting her beha

viour, and she does not exercise that power, then that mental state can be allowed to be her contribu

tion. This takes care of cases where the behaviour that results from the mental state or event will take 

place regardless of her attitude to it. In that case it would not be within her power to prevent the mental 

state from affecting her behaviour, and it could not then count as her contribution.

l.This reflects Velleman’s claim about agent identity:

The functional role of agent is that of a single party prepared to reflect on, and takes 
sides with, potential determinants of behaviour at any level in the hierarchy of attitudes; 
and this party cannot be identical with any of the items on which it must be prepared to 
reflect or widi which it must be prepared to take sides.(p. 477)
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If we allow that a mental state or event can be an agent’s causal contribution to her behaviour, on 

condition that she has the power to prevent it from being effective and does not exercise that power, 

some account must be given of how an agent might, if she so chose, exercise the power and bring it 

about that a mental state does not produce its intended behaviour. If she were said to do so by blocking 

or suppressing the production of the behaviour by the mental state, we should still have to say that the 

blocking itself would have been produced by some mental state or events. But if the agent can disasso

ciate herself from any mental state, then her identity must be separable from the mental states that do 

the blocking. Once again, in order for the blocking of the intended behaviour to count as the agent’s 

doing, it must be within her power not to block it, and it could only be within her power not to do this if 

she is able to render the mental state or event that would have done the blocking causally inoperative. 

Infinite regress clearly threatens. If there is a way of avoiding it, it seems we must determine what the 

agent actually is, such that she can disassociate herself from mental states that cause her behaviour, thus 

to the first of the three possible answers to the problem of agency I mentioned at the beginning of the 

chapter.

If we reject the dualist theories of Descartes, Kant and Chisholm, and look instead to a naturalistic 

explanation of action, i.e. one that is couched in terms of beliefs, desires, and intentions, causing ac

tions, we must, according to Velleman, identify a type of mental state or event from which the agent 

cannot disassociate herself, and which, therefore, can be said to play her causal role. According to 

Velleman there is such a mental state, and it is the ‘desire to act in accordance with reasons’ (/W ., p. 

478). This must be mental state that is functionally identical with the role of the agent, he argues, 

because it is the one desire that an agent cannot reject and remain an agent, since the only way for an 

agent to reject her concern for reasons would be to stop making rational assessments of her motives 

(/W .,p. 479).

It is one thing to say that someone’s action accords with a principle, and another to say that this is 

what motivates it. People may sometimes act out of a desire to behave in accordance with reasons, but 

they are not always so motivated. Consider Sartre’s famous example of the resistance worker who must 

decide between supporting his ailing mother or joining the Free French Forces (Sartre 1989 (1948), pp. 

35-6). Suppose that he decides to remain with his mother, having weighed up the alternatives and 

concluded that his duties to her are stronger. He may be guided in that judgment by his value system,
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which takes familial duties and obligations as overriding. Is he then motivated, either in considering the 

matter, or in arriving at a judgment, by a desire to act in accordance with reasons? Surely not. His prin

cipal concern would be to do the right thing. His interest in weighing up the conflicting reasons for 

action will consist solely in this being the most acceptable method of determining what is the right 

thing to do. His desire to act in accordance with reasons, therefore, would not be a desire to act in 

accordance with reasons as such, but a desire to do the right thing.

Velleman concedes that a desire to act in accordance with reasons, as such, need not form the de 

dicto content of an agent’s desire, but goes on to suggest that

it could be a desire to act in accordance with considerations of some particular kind, 
which happened to be the kind of consideration that constituted a reason for acting. For 
example ... rational agents have a desire to do what makes sense, or what’s intelligible 
to them, in the sense that they could explain \i.{Ibid., p. 478)

Suppose someone climbs to the top of a ladder to take a look at the guttering on her house, and the 

ladder, not being secured, falls away. She manages to save herself by grabbing the guttering. She must 

then decide whether to shout for help and hope that her suength, and the guttering, will hold out long 

enough for someone to come and replace the ladder, or to swing sideways towards a drainpipe and 

climb down. Suppose it makes more sense, the house being somewhat isolated and with a poor chance 

of someone happening along, to swing for the drainpipe. Say then that she overcomes her fear, swings 

for it, and climbs down. In that case would a desire to act in accordance with reasons, or a desire to act 

in accordance with anything, have motivated her actions? Wouldn’t she instead be motivated to swing 

for the drainpipe solely because she wants to get down and because that is the best way to do it? Fur

thermore, if she overcomes a natural inclination to cling with both hands and not to let go, then that 

would seem to be a paradigm case of acting.

In that case acting in accordance with reasons would only have had instrumental value for her. On 

the other hand, for someone who acts in accordance with reasons, in some sense ‘for the sake of doing 

so’ - taking Velleman’s suggestion, for example, that they want to do what is intelligible to them, in the 

sense that they could explain it - acting in accordance with reasons would be an end in itself, and prop

erly described, therefore, as an object of desire. But since we can clearly distinguish between an agent
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acting in accordance with reasons, as a means to an end, so to speak, and one who does so because she 

desires to act in accordance with reasons, Velleman must be wrong to suggest that an agent cannot 

disown the desire to act in accordance with reasons while remaining an agent (p. 479). It is true that an 

agent cannot disavow acting in accordance with reasons and remain an agent while doing so, and I shall 

come to this presently, but Velleman's argument is that what plays the functional role of the agent is the 

desire to act in accordance with reasons, and this is simply false.

An agent might judge that her behaviour is too hampered by desires always to do what makes 

sense and what is explainable, causing her to feel that she is becoming too rigid and lacking in spon

taneity. In that case she might well repress or disavow her desire to act in accordance with reasons, 

while not actually ceasing to act in accordance with reasons. Wishing to suppress or disavow the desire 

would not necessarily entail rejecting the object of desire. That an agent must always act on a desire to 

act in accordance with reasons is a rationalist fancy.^

Velleman suggests that if this is true, it will prove impossible to find any role for the agent to play 

in bringing her behaviour about.

If we pick out mental states and events in terms that do not presuppose any causal 
contribution from the agent, then we shall have picked out states and events from which 
the agent can in principle dissociate himself. Since the occurrence of these items will be 
conceptually possible without any participation from the agent, we shall have no 
grounds for saying that their occurrence guarantees the agent’s participation in the 
causal ordcT.Qbid., p. 474)

What we require, therefore, is another sort of mental state or event, or set of states or events, than 

Velleman’s desires to act in accordance with reasons, from which the agent really cannot disassociate 

herself.Consider the following description by Velleman of the role of the agent

When an agent reflects on the motives vying to govern his behaviour, he occupies a

1.Velleman’s ‘desire to act in accordance with reasons’ has interesting similarities to Kant’s 
notion of acting out of reverence for the Moral Law (Kant 1948, pp. 100-1). Both motives have the 
function of rendering possible, control by an agent of her own behaviour, which would be impossible if 
her behaviour were to result from any natural causal sequence of desires and intentions. Both are ra
tionalist impositions on the natural causal sequence, which the agent can get by without.
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position of critical detachment from those motives; and when he takes sides with some 
of those motives, he bolsters them with a force additional to, and hence other than, their 
own. His role must therefore be played by something other than the motives on which 
he reflects and with which he takes sides.(/W., pp. 476-477)

Notice first, that Velleman does not claim that an agent might take sides for or against any mental 

states or events, but only those states that constitute motives; in other words, beliefs, desires and values. 

What else is there then, other than motives, that can be said to affect behaviour, and which, at the same 

time, can occupy a position of critical detachment towards motives? Velleman’s suggestion, which I 

have rejected, is that it is ‘the motive that drives practical thought’ - the desire to act in accordance with 

reasons. If we reject Velleman’s suggestion, however, what remains is the process of practical thought 

itself. My claim, therefore, is that what plays the role of the agent is not a motive, but the process or 

activity of practical reasoning. Since self is an activity of reasoning, therefore, the agent is none other 

than self engaged in practical reasoning.

Practical reasoning

An agent could not disassociate herself from the process of practical reasoning, and for just the 

reasons that Velleman has already attempted to establish in respect of the desire to act in accordance 

with reasons; an agent could not disown acting in accordance with practical reasoning and remain an 

agent, because in suspending the process of practical thought she would suspend that which qualifies 

her as an agent. In addition the agent as the process of practical thought gives us the attitude of critical 

detachment that is required. Practical thought ranges over the critical assessment of goals, beliefs, 

desires, and values - it involves critical detachment towards that which it is directed at. Finally, the 

process of practical reasoning is able to mediate between motives, to bolster some against others, by 

revealing how they stand with regard to the agent’s goals and values.

This is not to suggest that the process of practical thought is enough in itself to bring about an 

agent’s intentions or behaviour. If it were, nobody would ever show weakness of will or feel alienated 

from their own behaviour. What is additionally required in order for the process of rational thought to 

be causally effective, is that the agent’s desires should be integrated with her system of values, especial

ly any hierarchy thereof. This might seem to imply that the agent does not bring about her own beha

176



viour, but instead that her desires and her values do so on her behalf. It would be open to Velleman’s 

argument against Watson that an agent can be alienated from the values that her behaviour expresses, 

for example, because they are materialistic. This objection misconstrues the concession that practical 

reasoning cannot bring about behaviour just by itself, as an admission that it is causally inert. Practical 

reasoning, however, while it may be impotent without the agent’s values and her desires to act in ac

cordance with her values, is not causally inert. Practical reasoning directs the agent’s desires to act 

according to her values, by demonstrating what decisions and behaviour will best fulfil those values. As 

such it is directly instrumental in the causal process that produces intentions and behaviour.

That Velleman fails to consider the process of practical reasoning itself, as candidate for the func

tional role of agent, as opposed to the desire to act in accordance with reasons, may be because he 

conceives of it as ‘instrumental’ in the Humean sense of being a mere tool or slave. This seems to be 

implied by his reference to the agent ‘who is always behind, and never in front of, the lens of critical 

reflection* (my italics. Ibid., p. 477). The Humean influence is also detectable in his description of the 

desire to act in accordance with reasons as what ‘animates practical thought’ and again as what ‘drives 

practical thought’ {Ibid., p. 478). It is the emphasis on force rather than direction in Hume’s philosophi

cal psychology that, inter alia, causes him to demean reason as no more than the slave of the passions 

(Hume 1978 (1739), p. 415). There is no reason, however, why we should persist with Hume’s picture.

I claimed above that some mental states or events, although not identical with the agent, can play 

the agent’s causal role in producing behaviour, provided she has the power to prevent those states from 

producing their intended behaviour. We can see now how this is possible. The mental states that play 

the agent’s causal role in producing behaviour are her values and her desires to act in accordance with 

her values^ The process of practical reasoning can prevent these desires from producing intended 

behaviour, by showing that it will not be optimal in realising the agent’s most cherished values. In 

addition, practical reason can reevaluate and reorder the ranking of values themselves. Those desires 

realise or fulfil the agent’s causal role by realising the behaviour that practical reasoning judges to

l.Cf. Watson 1982 for a useful discussion of the relationship between desires and values. The 
distinction is central to Watson’s case for the Platonic conception of reason as a source of motivation, 
and against Hume’s view that it is a neutral tool.
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accord most with her values. A suitable metaphor would be that the agent, as the process of practical 

reasoning, controls the steering wheel of actions, while values, and desires to act according to her 

values, are the motor.

Velleman, as I mentioned, rejects Watson’s emphasis on the importance of the agent’s values in 

determining whether her behaviour is really her own, because it is possible for an agent to be alienated 

from her values. Since practical reason is directed at determining what actions and decisions best fulfil 

the agent’s values, then even if it is not causally inert with respect to the production of behaviour, it is 

constrained to pursue values that, if Velleman is correct, the agent can be alienated from. He comments

Of course, Watson refers not just to values lodged in the agent but to the agent’s evalu- 
ational system; and he might argue that values are no longer integrated into that system 
once the agent becomes alienated from them. But in that case, Watson would simply be 
smuggling the concept of identification or association into his distinction between the 
agent’s evaluational system and his other, unsystematized values. And just as Frankfurt 
faced the question how a volition becomes truly the agent’s, Watson would face the 
question how a value becomes integrated into the agent’s evaluational system.(Velle- 
man 1992, p. 472n)

I suppose that integrity of values is something for which reflective people strive, and, perhaps, 

never entirely achieve. If we perceive a lack of coherence among our own or someone else’s values we 

would describe those values as being in conflict. What then could lead us to say that among competing 

values some are more truly our own, where as others are alien? The question is one that is probably best 

answered by the individual whose values are in conflict. It is not something that might be immediately 

apparent to her, and might have to be discerned by a good deal of reflection. One criterion she might 

bring to bear in determining the matter is to ask which values are closest or most fundamental to the 

sort of person she wants to be or feels herself to be (cf. Taylor 1985a).

If a person determines that her behaviour is motivated by values she wishes she were no longer 

motivated by, she could only rationally arrive at such a view by judging that these values contradict 

other values which are more important to her. What else could it mean to be alienated from one’s 

values? This answers Velleman’s objection: if an agent is alienated from values that motivate her 

behaviour, it is not, per se, that she has some values that are integrated into her evaluational system and 

that she is motivated by others that are not, but, rather, that she is motivated by values that contradict
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other values that are higher in her value hierarchy. If her behaviour is motivated by values that contra

dict others that occupy a higher position in her value hierarchy, it is because they are reinforced by 

desires that are more effective in causing behaviour than what she values most. The hierarchy of her 

desires, therefore, does not reflect the hierarchy of her values. In that case the agent does not have the 

power to intervene to prevent those operative desires from producing their intended behaviour when 

that is what she wants to do. She lacks this because any practical reasoning that shows her that her 

operative desires contradict her higher values, will have no effect on her behaviour.

Halfhearted behaviour

While this may show what is involved in being alienated from one’s values, a problem still re

mains. Practical reasoning can be employed in realising any value or desire: not just those with which 

the agent identifies. It may intervene among an agent’s motives by revealing that what motivates her 

does not reflect the hierarchy of her values, but it can also be enlisted in determining the best means of 

realising values from which she is alienated. Surely then, it cannot both be the case that the agent is 

alienated from some of her values, and that she works to realise them. To say this would be to suggest 

that she participates in her behaviour and also that she does not participate in it. It would, and rightly 

so: there is, after all, nothing in our ordinary conception of agency that requires that agency and partici

pation in one’s behaviour are all or nothing.

Velleman suggests that what he is concerned to establish is whether there is any way that we can 

be said to fulfil our full-blooded conception of action, which

requires some event or state of affairs that owes its occurrence to an agent and hence 
has an explanation that traces back to him.(/W., p. 465)

But this is a requirement that can be satisfied by the process of practical reasoning, even for 

someone who is alienated from the values that produce her behaviour. Taking Velleman’s own exam

ple, suppose a person’s behaviour is driven by materialistic values she feels ashamed about. Say that 

she cheats an acquaintance by selling them a car and withholding information about some fault that
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makes it worth a good deal less than they are paying for it. Her sense of shame presumably comes from 

wanting to live a more honest and less materialistic life. Practical reasoning is what tells her that keep

ing quiet about the car’s real worth is in conflict with her most cherished values. But practical reasoning 

will also tell her that keeping mum about the car will bring her the best price for it. Velleman would 

describe her actions as halfhearted because she is alienated from the values that produce it. Halfhearted 

behaviour, however, is not behaviour in which the agent plays no part. If an agent calculates and 

schemes to bring about some shameful end, her sense of shame will not mean that she has not played 

any part in it. She will have played a part in it just by calculating and scheming, and she will have made 

a difference to her own behaviour by doing so.

Even in supposedly paradigm cases of agents failing to participate in their behaviour, like chronic 

drug addicts, which Frankfurt, Watson, and Velleman have sought to distinguish theoretically from 

genuine cases of agency, it is mistaken to imagine that agency is completely eliminated. An addict can 

engage in productive practical reasoning about who to acquire drugs from, how to take them, where to 

do so, and so on. If an addict cannot give up drugs, her agency will be impotent in respect of those 

things she values more, such as not taking drugs and being healthy, but it will not be entirely absent. It 

is not the case, as Velleman wants to claim, that anything short of full-blooded agency is not really 

agency according to the ordinary view of agency. Limit cases are of practical reasoning being effica

cious in realising the agent’s hierarchy of values, on the one hand, and its total impotency on the other. 

Total impotency of practical reasoning would occur in cases where, to take a suggestion of Velleman’s, 

the trigger of a gun is pulled because of a muscular twitch, or where someone has been caused by 

hypnosis to howl three times whenever she catches sight of a double decker bus. Between full-blooded 

agent potency, and complete impotency, however, are a range of intermediate cases involving limited 

agency.

This does justice, in a way that Velleman’s discussion does not, to the fact that even if a person 

finds herself alienated from her behaviour, it may, at the same time, feel very much as if it is her beha

viour - that it is she who calculates and deliberates.

In conclusion then, we can say that Watson’s conception of free agency as what occurs when an 

agent is able to act according to her value system is correct, but even when she is not able to do so, 

agency may merely be limited rather than eliminated. What is lacking in Watson’s account is an identi
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fication of what fulfils the agent’s functional role, and therefore of what makes it possible for someone 

to act in accordance with their values. Velleman is right in suggesting that what plays the agent’s role 

must be that which she cannot disavow while remaining an agent, but wrong in thinking that this is a 

desire to act in accordance with reasons. The set of mental events that play the functional role of the 

agent (and which, indeed, constitutes her agency) is the process or activity of practical reasoning, or in 

other words self.
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10

FREE AND UNFREE SELF

Introduction

The discussion in the last chapter, of practical reason being set to work in pursuit of aims that are 

contrary to what an agent most values is instructive. I have argued that freedom consists in doing what 

is right and reasonable. I have sought to develop and defend a conception of self as a set of reasoning 

activities. I have followed the Stoic tradition in arguing that since self is the activity of reasoning, 

acting in accordance with reason renders self free of external influence. What then can render self 

unfrec? One possibility is that the person may be the source of unfreedom for self. Those features of a 

person, like Spinoza’s passive emotions, that distract from self’s reasoning activities, and hold her in 

thrall to false imaginings, complacency and passivity, would, on this view, be obstacles to freedom. To 

be unable to engage in reasoning activity because of some inner-compulsion, or to be hampered from 

doing so, is, to the extent that one is so hampered, to be unfree.

What does it mean, however, to say that I act under a compulsion? Is it that I am driven by some 

inner force, whatever its specific character or origin, that I am powerless to resist? This is certainly the 

image that comes readily to mind with the Stoic conception of inner obstacles to freedom that fix us 

more securely than prison bars and chains. Compulsions like this would cause a person to do what she 

does regardless of what she thinks about it, and regardless of any reasoning she might do. In that case 

what she does will be something that happens to her, rather than something she brings about.

This does no more than restate what has already been said in developing Mackay’s arguments for 

the logical indeterminacy of a free choice. If it is definitely known in advance, as an inescapable fact, 

that one will carry out A rather than B, then A’s coming to pass will fail to be an action. In that case the 

carrying out of A will not be something that self has played any part in. If the reasoning activities of self
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make no difference to an outcome, then that outcome will not have resulted from them. If one experi

ences no compulsion to follow A rather than B, then it will be open to determine what course to follow 

by reasoning it through. One might have strong expectations about what one’s reasonings will yield and 

what one will, in consequence, do, but to know beyond doubt what course one will follow, in advance, 

renders reasonings useless.

In this sense the argument put forward by Boyle, Grisez and Tollefsen (pp cit.), that those beliefs 

that are not forced on us by logical necessity or sensory evidence must be open possibilities, turns out to 

be important. For as long as it remains possible to subject a belief to reasoning, then it must remain 

open for the reasoner what the outcome of that will be. If this were not so reasoning would be to no 

purpose. It is thus built into any form of reasoning that its outcome cannot be known in advance by the 

person doing the reasoning.*

However, the pictured relationship between reason, compulsion and unfreedom is too narrow, and 

even further from the reality of mental life than the model in which a person’s will is simply her strong

est desire. The quality of the externality of compulsion here has the look of the slave master: an alien 

object metaphorically transplanted into the realm of the mental. The discussion of half-hearted beha

viour attests to the fact that unfree behaviour, or behaviour that is less than fully free, need not be an 

alien imposition in anything like this sense. Indeed, that explanation of half-hearted behaviour itself sets 

out just one way in which self can be made unfree mentally, and again, it involves the idea of self held 

in thrall to something else: unwanted desires in this case.

In this chapter I will try to show that metaphors of compulsion in which self is held subject or 

made impotent by some ‘alien’ feature of the mental landscape, if they have any applicability at all, 

deliver a narrow and impoverished conception of mental freedom and unfreedom. In doing so I hope to 

say something more about what it means to act in accordance with reason, and how it can be done.

l.A logician might reason something through, knowing in advance what the outcome will be, 
simply in order to examine the structure of inference. She would not then be engaged in reasoning the 
thing through, however, so much as reasoning through what is involved in the reasoning.

183



Unfree selves

I argued above that in as much as self is an activity of reasoning, questioning, evaluating, decid

ing, acting and so on, then behaviour on which these activities can have no effect can not be its doing. If 

self is a reasoning activity then it would seem that, according to the view that freedom consists in 

choosing and doing what is reasonable, self is necessarily free. Where self is, compulsion is not. Where 

there is self, there also is freedom. This would also seem to be born out by what I have said of the 

phenomenology of decision making and deliberating. Any action or decision that results from reasoning 

will be free in being uncompelled and open. In turn, reasoning, and actions and decisions that result 

from it, are parts of self-activity. Thus the experience and reality of freedom and the sense and reality of 

self, would all seem neatly to coincide. This may be too neat: it is less than plausible.

It would be a consequence of this view that anything that self does - any form of self-activity - is 

free. It is also, seemingly, implied that whatever self does is reasonable. It is not so. We know that there 

is, more often than we would like, a good deal that is unreasonable in what we think and say and do. 

We know also, that this is not all just a result of compulsion. One can question, and analyse, and 

compare, and evaluate, and decide, in ways that on reflection are clearly far from reasonable.

The point has already been made (chapter 6) that there is nothing, as such, that answers exclusive

ly and peculiarly to the name of Reason. What is reasonable, is determined by context. The sorts of 

reasoning activities with which self has been identified, are sometimes thought of as what reason is, but 

to perform their distinctive tasks they must be set to work. I have argued already, that this can only take 

place within a historical and social context. We may add that it must take place in self’s most immedi

ate context: the person, and, thus, those things that are most important to the person.

To begin with: the sorts of personal needs to which self as an activity must attend, are those 

concerned with what to do about needing to eat, to alleviate pain, or dealing with features of the envi

ronment, for instance, getting out of the way of large moving objects, or waving to friends. Self- 

conscious selves, however, have wider concerns, like whether a particular hope is a good one, and 

whether to try to bring it about, whether a particular desire should be resisted or embraced, how to offer 

effective advice to a friend, and so on. The various tasks self has to perform, involve it in a variety of 

routines. They may have patterns of which one is only dimly aware when acting them out. If a pattern is
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effective in achieving a desired objective it may be routinely repeated. The pattern a self routine might 

have could involve, for example, responding to a desire a person has to impress friends. In that case 

what might happen on a particular occasion is that when with a friend, the desire is recognised, and the 

standard behaviour for impressing the friend in a way that will satisfy the desire is initiated. Routines 

would thus be initiated in response to situations, and desires, beliefs, goals or whatever, that people 

have about them. All the while it is self that recognises the desires, and responds to them by initiating 

the appropriate pattern. Routines may, however, be initiated as responses to desires with which the 

person does not wish to identify, or beliefs that are no longer true.

As an example of this, consider the following story. A boy acquires a belief that it is unmanly to 

be intelligent. The belief, as is often the case, is not one that he is ever fully conscious of. It might be 

constructed, piecemeal, out of his identifying what sorts of behaviour earn his father’s praises, as 

against what invites disapproval or indifference. Perhaps he receives too little parental affection, and in 

consequence he is strongly motivated to do whatever he believes is likely to get it. Over time he devel

ops patterns of thinking in which sporting pursuits are highly regarded and reading and the like deval

ued. What this will achieve for him is that he will behave in ways that are more likely to win his fa

ther’s praises than those that will not. This way of thinking, and the routines that go with it, would have 

been necessary not merely because of his father’s perceived prejudices against more intellectual pur

suits, but also because of what initiated the negative or indifferent responses of his father that made 

such an impression on him: namely his real intellectual abilities and satisfaction in intellectual pursuits. 

His behaviour would be self-policed in such a way as to curtail the natural enthusiasms that seem to 

keep his father at arms length.

Years pass and the boy’s early potential is realised. He registers for doctoral research. Unfortu

nately, a tendency that hampered him slightly at school and as an undergraduate becomes much worse. 

For long periods he cannot bring himself to engage in any research, and when he does he often destroys 

the results. He is persuaded to visit a counsellor. During sessions with his counsellor he sometimes 

describes his work as rubbish, and belittles his abilities. He sometimes also belittles academic endea

vour and achievement tout court.

Through discussions with the counsellor he leams to see that the reason he devalues his work and 

is unable to spend time at it, stems from the beliefs he acquired as a child about intelligence and intel
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lectual pursuits. When he was a boy he acquired a way of preventing himself from giving full reign to 

his intellectual inclinations, so that he could gain his father’s love. As an adult the circumstances that 

caused his beliefs and responses have changed. The routines he developed to get himself to behave in a 

way that would win his father’s approval, are no longer appropriate, but as routines they still persist, 

and are damaging to him. The routines were developed by him as responses to personal needs, and will 

persist for as long as he fails fully to identify the way in which they originally arose, and that he no 

longer needs them.^

The picture of the genesis and persistence of neurotic behaviour outlined here demonstrates the 

way in which self can be ensnared, that has clear affinities with Spinoza’s conception of inadequate 

ideas and passive emotions. The boy developed a routine of repressing his inclinations to engage in 

intellectual activities: a routine that embodied beliefs that engaging in them was unmanly and unlova

ble. The pattern of the routine might have included recognition of the sorts of thinking and behaviour he 

hoped to suppress, reminding himself of its worthlessness as compared with other pursuits, and direct

ing his attention to those other pursuits. The routine then, would not just have been a response to certain 

beliefs and desires, but would have embodied and reinforced them. Self may thus be guided by a per

son’s illusory beliefs and bad desires, to engage in self-defeating activities, which then continue to 

reinforce those beliefs and desires as permanent features of the personality.

This depiction of neurotic behaviour is instructive in demonstrating how it is possible to be unfree 

as a result of ‘what goes on inside’, without the source of unfreedom being, necessarily, a ‘compulsion’, 

in the sense of some inner force or object, such as a drive or an overriding desire. It shows how it is that 

self can be unfree, and that reasoning activities need not follow reasonable patterns.

It should be clear enough that anyone caught in such neurotic routines freedom will be freer, 

according to the Stoic conception I have been arguing for, to the extent that they are able to clearly 

identify for themselves how and why the routines were developed and that they are no longer appropri-

l.This account of the character and etiology of neurotic behaviour is owed to Joan Woodward’s 
Understanding Ourselves: The Uses of Therapy, London, MacMillan, 1988, and to many discussions 
with Marci Green, although the imaginary example, and any errors it may contain, is my own.

186



ate.^ That this view of the relationship between self-understanding and freedom was also Freud’s, 

places him within the Stoic tradition.

Consciousness and self-control

Up to now self as an activity has been spoken of as, above all else, conscious, and indeed as the 

unifying principle of consciousness. The idea would seem to have with it, that whatever mental proc

esses there are that operate sub consciously, will not be part of self, properly so called. The neurotic 

routines we have latterly been considering, are often described as sub-conscious. In what sense then are 

they properly described as activities of self?

Consciousness is notoriously resistant to explanation or definition, despite many attempts. It is, as 

Dennett has it, a ‘quicksilver’ that resists being corralled into a respectable theory (Dennett 1981, p. 

149). But it is not just that consciousness is hard to define theoretically: it is often difficult to say of 

some features of our mental lives, whether they fall within or outside consciousness. If I try to direct 

my attention outward from my centre of vision, I enter an area that is not only un focussed visually, but 

difficult to pin down mentally: as a feature of my visual field it was there before I started to think about 

it, but, on the other hand, I was not aware of it. We can stipulatively rule the area out of consciousness, 

but it seems wrong to say that I am unconscious of something I would notice if it disappeared. From a 

different approach, does the activity of this dendrite or that axon constitute a particle of consciousness, 

or is it instead part of the foundation on which, so to speak, consciousness rests?

It is possible to imagine that these sort of conundrums be cleared up and a definite line be taken 

about how the phenomena stand with respect to consciousness, but consider something rather harder to 

take a clear line about. Most of us will be distracted from time to time by some troubling and obsessive 

line of thought which we would like to put aside but do not seem able to. Some remark of a friend, for 

example, can be construed as offensive or demeaning: did they mean thail Why would they have said

l.This is similar to Spinoza’s view that it is logically impossible to comprehend the causes of a 
passive emotions and still to be in its grip (cf. Hampshire 1972a). That this view of the relationship 
between self-understanding and freedom is also Freud’s, places him within the Stoic tradition (although 
the account of neurotic behaviour I have been considering is at odds with his drives-based account).
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such a thing? How will things stand between us in the future? Such thoughts, even if only temporary 

visitations, can be said to differ from the sort of neurotic routine described above, only by degree. We 

can see that the reasonable thing to do would be to put the matter aside until it can be taken up with the 

friend, but we seem unable to do so. Try as we might, we cannot give up thinking about it

Consider how it is that the train of thought comes to be repeated. Say that you have just decisively 

put it aside and directed your attention to some more pressing and practical matter. Initially you suc

ceed: your thoughts after all are your own. Five minutes later you remember this, along with the 

maddening realisation that for the last four minutes you have been actively thinking about just the thing 

you had decided to put from your mind. Perhaps you try again. Perhaps after many attempts, you 

simply succeed by forgetting about it.

Think back now to what it was that reinitiated the train of thought after you had put it aside. It 

may be that you simply have no recollection of it: that the process was begun, so to speak, at an uncon

scious level. On the other hand, you may recall that what had started it going again - what had started 

you going again - was that you had been thinking of how to set about repointing the front of your house, 

and had been led to thinking of the last time you had worked on the house, and that you had borrowed 

the tools for the job from ... In that case would the return of your reluctant thoughts, have been a con

scious decision of yours? It seems unlikely, given your previous resolve. Thoughts are often like that: 

they come unbidden. At the same time, thoughts do not, having arrived, wander willy-nilly on a mean

ingless trajectory of their own. We think actively, which is to say, we reason about the objects of our 

thoughts.

What we do actively, as selves, therefore, is not ‘active’ in an absolute sense. The distinction 

between what is active and passive is sometimes inapplicable to our reasonings and actions, just as it 

may sometimes be meaningless to seek a hard line between those features of our mental lives that are 

conscious and those that are outside consciousness. This can explain the sense of frustration one has in 

not being able to put aside unwelcome thoughts. It seems in one way, that our thoughts and reasonings 

are our own, and under our control in a more immediate way than anything else. And yet we find our

selves unable to keep certain thoughts and reasonings away. What we have is a kind of immediate 

moment to moment control over our thinking and reasoning, just in the sense that these are our own 

actions. What we may lack, or may not wholly possess, is the kind of strategic control that would
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enable us always to act on and carry through the results of our self-conscious reflections. What also 

follows from this, is that while self is the unifying principle of consciousness, there is much that consti

tutes self of which we are not conscious.

It is in this sense that the Stoic tradition’s depiction of certain thoughts and desires as alien or 

extrinsic is better understood. When we engage in actions and reasonings that are self-defeating, in the 

way I have described, the desires and beliefs that initiate those actions and reasonings will be alien in 

the sense of opposing what it is that we, as reflective self-conscious subjects, really want. More sub

stance can be given to the notion by thinking back to the case of the doctoral student’s neurotic routine: 

this was brought about by a state of affairs that no longer held true, i.e. by a feature of the past that was 

alien to him in the sense not only of thwarting his ambitions, but in not being a true feature of his 

present situation.

Returning then to the question of whether it is possible that one should act and decide without 

having a sense that one is doing so, and without experiencing one’s doing so as free, we can say now 

that it is not possible to reason and act without the sense that this is one’s own doing, meaning that it is 

us that is doing it, or without the sense that we are free to do it, meaning that it seems, from moment to 

moment, to be open and under our control and not forced on us. It remains possible at the same time, 

however, that one acts and decides with a persistent sense that it is not one’s own doing, and that one is 

driven to it.

The conflict between the sense of its being one’s own doing that one thinks the unwelcome 

thoughts and the sense of its being something that one suffers, and, thus, the conflicting experience that 

one is not forced to think and reason in a particular way as against the experience that one cannot 

escape it, reflects the difference between the Compatibilist and Stoic conceptions of freedom. That an 

agent does what she wants, and acts on her desires, renders her actions free only in the narrow sense, 

that as actions, they are not compelled. What I have tried to show in this chapter is that it is often possi

ble to speak of thoughts and actions both as compelled and not compelled, or that the distinction is 

useless when applied to such thoughts and actions. To be able to reflect intelligently and thoroughly on 

the reasonability of what one does, to come to understand the causes of troublesome thoughts and feel

ings, and to be able to act on that, will render one free in a much more thorough sense than that of 

Compatibilism.
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The phenomenology of freedom, therefore, is, intimately connected with the sense of self. The 

relationship operates at two levels. One’s sense of self comes of being able to reason and act, without 

experience of compulsion or coercion. But that sense may be diminished by routines or activities that 

thwart one’s goals or purposes; diminished, but not extinguished, since it can be self’s own activities 

that enslave it. The reasonings and actions of self are made more its own, are made free, by self- 

conscious reflection and being able to put its consequences into practice.
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CONCLUSION

It can be sad to think that a short while after we die we will be mostly forgotten. That we can put 

the thought aside is thanks to something of greater value than immortality: a life of rewards, plans and 

possibilities. If a hundred years from now I am forgotten, then in my life, at least, I will be noticed, I 

will make my mark, no matter on what scale. But if I am bound to the past, and just another causal 

sequence among others, in what sense do /  make my mark? In what sense do /  do anything? In their 

different ways the Incompatibilist view of determinism and the NeoHumean attack on self, write us out 

of life. They do not deny, of course, that we are human beings, who make changes, great and small, to 

the world, but they place those changes - those human changes - on a par with non-human events, like 

natural disasters and sunsets. They leave out something of importance about the way people see them-1 

selves from the picture. What I have aimed to do in this thesis, by arguing for the possibility of freedom 

and the reality of self, is to put human beings back into the picture, that is to say, by showing that what 

someone does can be truly up to them, and that there is a ‘someone’ for it to be truly up to.

To do that I began by examining the traditional debate about determinism, free will and moral 

responsibility, concluding, with Honderich, that the debate could never be resolved on the terms adopt

ed by the contending parties: namely by determining the true meanings of ‘free will’, ‘moral responsi

bility’ and the like. I suggested that despite the failure of Incompatibilists to give a positive account of 

uncaused choice,' they have given expression to substantial concerns about the consequences of deter

minism which Compatibilists have not responded to. In chapter 2 I pointed out that the view that deter

minism and moral responsibility are incompatible, misconceives moral responsibility as marked out by 

a fixed and determinate concept; in fact it is a practice whose rules are insufficient to decide whether it

l.The necessary failure, as the reductive argument in the introduction shows.
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is compatible with determinism. I also argued, however, that determinism does give us reason to rethink 

some of our moral attitudes and practices.

The principle objections Incompatibilists have made to the compatibility of determinism and free 

will, are that one does a result of things that happened long before birth, and over which one could not 

have had control, and the seemingly unshakeable conviction every one of us has that what we do is 

truly and inescapably up to us. In chapter 3 I answered the second objection by building on Mackay’s 

argument that predictions of an agent’s behaviour will be logically incredible for her, by showing that 

the reason we cannot fail to see difficult deliberations and decisions as inescapably up to us, is that we 

cannot experience them as caused to happen in the way they do. I argued that this arises because of the 

way we experience causation and not from a deep metaphysical commitment to uncaused choice.

I also claimed that part of the intuitive pull of Incompatibilism comes from a sense that determin

ism renders actions pointless. I attempted to give more substance to this in the form of a fatalist dilem

ma in which the idea of a predetermined future appears to rob one who believes it of any motive to act. 

This has not, to my knowledge, been stated before, but it does seem to give expression to a principle 

source of intuitive opposition people have to determinism. I argued that since the outcome of any diffi

cult decision is indeterminate until the agent makes it and carries it out, any future that depends on the 

decision and its being carried out must also be logically indeterminate for her. This being so, she can 

and must regard her decision as making a difference, and therefore she does have a motive to act.

Chapter 4 examined the special case of the Epicurean objection to determinism, and Honderich’s 

reworking of it. I argued that even if we had a capacity for undetermined choice, we would not be in a 

better position as seekers after truth.

Having resolved one major Incompatibilist objection to the compatibility of free will and deter

minism, there still remained the other Incompatibilist objection that determinism renders all actions the 

inevitable consequences of things that happened before any of us could have done anything about it. I 

have argued that the solution to that is to be found in the Stoic conception of freedom as doing what is 

right and reasonable. In setting out the Stoic conception, in chapter 5 ,1 argued that it is not alien to 

what is ordinarily meant by freedom, and, indeed, that it is truer to why we take freedom to be impor

tant than the impoverished conception of the Bentham and traditional Compatibilism. I then went on to 

explore some of the implications, strengths and limitations of the Stoic conception as it is carried
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through in Spinoza’s philosophy.

The further development of the Stoic conception in the work of Kant and Hegel, and its relation

ship to their conceptions of self and Geist was examined in chapter 6 ,1 sought to show that a realistic 

idea of freedom as acting in accordance with what is right and reasonable is to be found in Hegel. I 

argued that what is reasonable is not, as Hume imagined, a matter merely of instrumental means to 

given ends, and that what is right must be determined by a free agent within conceptual and contextual 

limits. I showed, finally, how the Stoic conception of freedom has the solution to the problem that 

everything we do now is a result of what happened in the distant past. Nothing, I argued, happens 

without a cause, but not all that happens can be explained exclusively in terms of causes. What hap

pened before I was bom was not up to me, but it is within my power to make what happens now up to 

me, through the exercise of reason and by acting in accordance with what is right and reasonable. The 

compelling image of self shot through or in the grip of causal patterns originating before one’s birth, 

can be broken by keeping in mind that the causal sequence does not just follow a meaningless trajectory 

of its own, but can be given a particular form or shape by the application of principles that are unaffect

ed by the causal sequence. It is this that makes us free, and the capacity to do otherwise, contra- 

causally, would add nothing to it.

Freedom could now be said to be within reach, but within reach of what or whom? The Hegelian 

conception of freedom set out in chapter 6 was bound up with his idea of Geist as the unifying principle 

of consciousness and an activity embodying reason. Part 3 sought to apply this idea of Geist to the 

concept of self, to show not only that we are free, but also that there is a ‘we’ to be free. In chapter 6 1 

showed how self as an activity can play a unifying role in consciousness. I argued that the reductionist 

arguments of Dennett and Parfit assume, tacitly or otherwise, that mental contents are self-subsisting 

and discrete: a view that is utterly misconceived. In chapter 7 I showed how self, unlike personal identi

ty, can be said to endure over time.

Supposing then, that freedom is possible in a deterministic universe, and that there are selves to be 

free, what else can be said? What is the value of this account, practically or theoretically? and what are 

its implications? It is difficult to know what the consequences would be if views such as Parfit’s on 

personal identity, and those of Incompatibilist determinists, were to really take hold: some form of mass 

fatalism perhaps? Distorted echoes of their views resonate in the social sciences, and one could wish
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that they did not. For people to be free it does appear to be a prerequisite that they should believe 

themselves to have the capacity for freedom.

The usefulness and application of the account of freedom and self were examined in Part 4. In 

chapter 8 I adapted the idea of self as reasoning activities to the concept of agency, by arguing that 

agency consists in the activity of practical reasoning. I showed, therefore, that the idea that one’s ac

tions are one’s own doing can be reconciled with a naturalistic account in which they are described as 

discrete events. I also argued, however, that between playing no part in one’s behaviour and fully iden

tifying with it, is a range of intermediate cases of limited agency.

In chapter 101 sought to explore further what ways we can be free and unfree. 1 explained how, 

given the claim that freedom consists in acting in accordance with what is right and reasonable, a 

conception of self as reasoning activities can account for internal ‘obstacles’ to freedom and self

enslavement. At the same time 1 indicated how self-conscious reflection on the reasonability of one’s 

thoughts and actions can bring freedom truly within reach.

Is it enough?

1 have shown that it is possible to go much further towards meeting Incompatibilist concerns, or 

what motivates them, than Compatibilists have done hitherto. 1 have identified as one of their major 

preoccupations, the need to be free of the past, or at least not to be completely bound to it. If being free 

of the past means one’s actions not being the results of causal chains stretching back into the past, then 

that concern cannot be met, not only because determinism is most likely true, but because there seems 

no way that undetermined actions could be made to look like free and responsible ones. Incompatibi

lists can, of course, insist that this is the sort of freedom they are interested in and that nothing else will 

do. If so they will be bound to declare that my arguments do not meet their true concerns. But Incompa

tibilists do not, by and large, take their concerns to be straightforward expressions of what most people 

believe is necessary for freedom and responsibility. Rather, they take them to be theoretical expressions 

of those concerns (cf. Honderich 1988, pp. 389-390). We do, as Honderich suggests, have hopes, or at 

least images, of open futures. If, as 1 believe, such hopes or images can be accommodated without 

indeterminist theories of mind, then Incompatibilists who insist on exactly what they say they want.

194



would be clinging to the lifeless letter of their theories, rather than what has made them attractive or 

persuasive.

What indeterminist theories of mind give expression to (and, thus, what Incompatibilists want) in 

addition to our hopes of open futures, is the idea or image that actions are owed to selves who are not 

caused to do what they do. If the picture of self and decision making I have set out is sound, then these 

hopes, concerns, images, and ideas, at least, are realisable in a deterministic universe. Our futures are 

open not merely because we do not, as a matter of fact, happen to know how things will go, but because 

it is logically impossible for us to know our own brain states and, consequently, what we will do. When 

it comes to decisions and actions that are routine or characteristic, agents can be said, in a loose sense, 

to know what they will decide or do. But any decision that requires deliberation cannot be known by an 

agent until she makes it, and the outcome of any endeavour that requires determination and effort of 

will cannot be known until it has either succeeded or failed. Our futures are open, then, in just this 

sense. The past may be there in our decisions, but not in such a way as to take our decisions away from 

us. When it comes to deciding and carrying through what we decide, we are, as Sartre has it, on our 

own.

The idea of self I have argued for might also be dismissed by libertarians and dualists as not the 

genuine Cartesian item. Again, however, what we must be concerned with is not the theories, but what 

the theories give expression to: and that is an idea, or image, or sense, that our actions are owed to a 

‘determinate centre’ (Honderich 1988, p. 386), that acts, decides and is the subject of experience. The 

conception of self as a reason-embodying unifying activity is at one with that sense of self. The proc

esses or activities I described as substantial self, is what makes conscious control over one’s body 

possible, and what makes it possible to have experiences. The concept of self-conscious self, or the 

Subject, refers to the activities of questioning, identifying, analysing, comparing, evaluating, deciding 

and acting, which make one’s hopes, goals, beliefs, and values, truly one’s own.

That self, thus conceived, is not an item to be introspectively experienced, but an activity or activi

ties, which we have a sense of, just in being able to carry them out, and in their consequences, brings 

our sense of self together with the open future that confronts us. Just as we are compelled to decide 

alone, and can find nothing in the past to cause us to decide in this way rather than that, so also we can 

find nothing of self that will determine for us what we should do or decide. The sense of our actions as
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owed to ourselves and not as following inevitably from what went before, is, therefore, a real feature of 

the way we act and decide. It is no illusion.

It is not only in the sense of self and the experience of freedom, however, that Incompatibilism 

can be shown to be needless. The Stoic conception of freedom I have outlined overcomes the inadequa

cies of the lesser freedom with which, until comparatively recently, Compatibilists have satisfied 

themselves. To be free in the sense that matters, consists not only in being able to do what one wants, 

but also in being able to want what one wants, and in being able to act on that. This freedom comes of 

the capacity self-consciously to reflect on and evaluate one’s values, beliefs, goals, habits and character. 

Often enough there are no right answers about how one should live and believe, and what one should 

do, but it is also often enough that there are decisions and actions that are clearly wrong. If, in a deter

ministic universe, one does not do those things and what follows from them, then one loses no freedom 

in not being able to do them. To choose them is to be unfree. To be apt to choose them is to have an 

unfree character. The capacity to make voluntary choices which is emphasised by Compatibilists, is a 

necessary but not sufficient constituent of the capacity to act, decide and live in accordance with reason. 

The capacity to make undetermined choices is irrelevant to it and would add nothing to it.

It seems to me that my arguments give a better expression to the unreflective ideas and images 

that Incompatibilist theories try to give expression to. Those ideas and images, as I have mentioned, 

have to do with hopes for open futures that are not bound to what has gone before, and with our being 

able to have control over ourselves as free agents and selves, i.e. that what we do should be up to us. 

There are, however, limits to how much control and autonomy we may expect to have, and, probably, 

to how much we should reasonably want.

The limits of control

I have indicated that to act and decide in accordance with reason need not be to live according to 

some absolute Kantian schema, but to rationally reflect on personal goals, values, character, and so on, 

and to put that into practical effect where appropriate. All of that goes to make what an agent does and 

chooses properly her own. I have also suggested, however, that the ultimate source of reasons for what 

one does, is the social historical environment in one lives. It hardly needs saying that it is also the
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ultimate source of what an individual is.

Ownership of oneself and one’s actions therefore is circumscribed. Belonging and participating 

are features of human experience that are necessary and universal. There is little that any of us can hope 

to get accomplished without the work and cooperation of others. Freedom for any of us, therefore, can 

depend on things that are outside our control. To be utterly in control of oneself would be a strange 

thing indeed.

In chapter 6 1 suggested that the Stoics conception of freedom was developed through criticism of 

a standard identification of freedom with slavery. Since ideas of freedom take off from notions of 

unfreedom in slavery and imprisonment, there has always been a metaphorical temptation to perceive 

freedom as attainable by replacing one source of domination with another: the external by the internal, 

the master by self, and the rule of nature by the rule of reason. The image is present in Stoic ideas of 

‘self-mastery’ or ‘self-control’. It is there in Kant’s conception of reverence and obedience to the moral 

law. The importance of control and acting in accordance with reason, however, is that it liberates us 

from the blind dominion of the past and of circumstance, and that it gives us the possibility of a life 

with possibilities and worthwhile choices. It is not an end in itself. To seek self-control for its own sake 

would be tail-chasing, and all too likely to produce self-enslaving obsessiveness.

Freedom, like happiness, is best understood as characteristic of one’s ongoing life rather than of 

this or that choice or action. A person is free according to the degree she is characteristically able to 

think through and evaluate her decisions, goals and actions, and to act accordingly. To want to be free 

in every thought and deed, and to be fully the owner or author thereof, would be to miss the point. A 

life of rigid self-policing and cerebral austerity is not likely to be a free one. Fantasy, indulgence, relax

ation and letting go, can all go to make for a rewarding life: they are not antagonistic to the conception 

of freedom I have advocated. Freedom is not a burden.

More could be said on this, but I will not labour the point. There is a tendency in the Stoic tradi

tion to dress up freedom as cool, aloof and self-directed: it ain’t necessarily so.

Last thoughts

Among the themes, ideas and arguments I have explored in this thesis, there are several I would
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have liked to have taken further, had space and time permitted. More could have been said, for exam

ple, about the limitations of ideas and images of self-mastery 1 have just mentioned. One way of doing 

so might be in considering the question ‘how much control can we reasonably want?’.

Themes of control and ownership of what one does and what one thinks will also have implica

tions for those of responsibility. The point of the discussion of moral responsibility in chapter 2 was to 

criticise Compatibilist complacency, and to explore the implications determinism does have for moral 

responsibility if we reject the idea that the two are Incompatible. Thereafter, moral responsibility was 

deliberately set aside in order to concentrate on the problem of how we can be free in a deterministic 

universe. Nothing was said, therefore, about the implications of the account of freedom that was set out 

in subsequent chapters, for moral responsibility and the practice of blaming. In treating Incompatibilist 

intuitions about freedom more or less independently of their claims about moral responsibility, I also 

left aside any consideration that their arguments about free will are sometimes subservient to their 

conceptions of moral responsibility. To convincingly counter Incompatibilist accounts of free will, 

therefore, may require more thorough criticism of Incompatibilist moral responsibility, for example, by 

showing, not only that it is unrealisable, but how atrocious and burdensome it would be if it were rea

lisable.

The idea that determinism is incompatible with free will because it implies that what we do now 

results from things we could not have control over, may be described as the ‘objective’ argument 

against the compatibility of free will and determinism, in contrast to the ‘subjective’ objection that 

determinism is in conflict with the unshakeable conviction each of us has that our actions and decisions 

are truly up to us. In countering these objections I brought different arguments to bear, the one having 

to do with the experience or phenomenology of freedom, the other being the account of freedom as 

acting in accordance with what is right and reasonable. The account of the experience of freedom, and 

the account of what it consists in, might also be termed, respectively, the ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ 

accounts.^

l.This is not related to Galen Strawson’s classification of theories of freedom as Subjectivist and 
Objectivist, according to whether they hold that belief that one is free is a necessary and constitutive 
condition of actually being free (see G.Strawson 1986, pp. 13-14).
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The subjective and objective accounts are related inasmuch as when a person reasons and deliber

ates she must regard this as entirely up to her, in addition to which, reasoning and deliberating are what 

can render her free objectively. This, however, says little. It is conceivable, particularly in view of what 

I said in chapters 9 and 10, that a person experiences decisions as truly up to her, that are arrived at by 

neurotic routines and self-deception. It is difficult to tell whether the experience and the reality of 

freedom, as I have described them, can be given a closer theoretical articulation than I have done, or 

whether their relationship is small and partial. The matter clearly calls for further discussion.

Finally, much has been made recently of the historical newness of self as term and object of dis

cussion. I indicated above that some form of fatalism might be the result of Parfit's ideas taking hold in 

a big way. At different times and places fatalism has taken hold. Wilkes (1988, p. 128-131) has pointed 

to the way in which the Ancient Greeks failed to see the body, never mind consciousness, as a unity. 

We may be free selves, but we need not think of ourselves as such; many did not. Whether that was 

good for them 1 cannot say, but 1 do not think that it would be good for us. To support that, however, 

would take me further than 1 have been able to go in this thesis.
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