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D. FREEDOM, DETERMINISM,
AND RESPONSIBILITY

X

Human Freedom and the Self

RODERICK M. CHISHOLM

Roderick M. Chisholm (1916-1999) was an influential American phi
mainly in metaphysics and epistemology. His major work was Per
other works include A Theory ofKnowledge, The Problem of the Criter

“A staff moves a stone, and is moved by a hand,
which 1s moved by a man.”
Aristotle, Physics, 256a.

. The metaphysical problem of human freedom
might be summarized in the following way: Human

I responsible agents; but this fact appears to
wnflict with a deterministi action

lthe view that every event that is involved in an act is.

cused by some other_event); and it also appears to
cnflict with an indeterministic view of human ac-
tion (the view that the act, or some event that is es-
ential to the act, is not caused at all). To solve the
problem, [ believe, we must make somewhat far-
reaching assumptions about the self or the agent—
sbout the man who performs the act.

From The Lindley Lectures, 1964, pp. 3-15, Copyright © 1964
ytbc Department of Philosophy, University of Kansas.
Printed by permission.

losopher who worked
son and Object, but his
ion, and Perception.

Perhaps it is needless to remark that, in all like-

lihood, Eﬁﬂw@g—s@m
about this ancient problem that has not been said
before.!

2. Let us consider some deed, or misdeed, that
may be attributed to a responsible agent: one man,
say, shot another. If the man was responsible for
what he did, then, I wo
at the time 1

en
ing that was

“entirely up to i There was a moment
at which it was true, both that he could have fired

the shot and also that he could have refrained from
firing it. And if this is so, then, even though he did
fire it, he could have done something else instead.
(He didn’t find himself firing the shot “against his
will,” as we say.) I think we can say, more generally,

then, that if a man is responsible for a certain event

(in our example, the

a certain state of affair
shooting o another man), then that event or state of

affairs was brought about mm
-L-—-—"—-—_,_

L
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act was somcthing that was in his power either to

But now1f the act which he did perform was an
act that was also in his power not to perform, then it
W&J&m@ﬁlﬁn—bﬁﬂmﬂm@m
bring about or not to brin For example, if
what we say he did was really something that was
brought about by a second man, one who forced his
hand upon the trigger, say, or who, by means of hyp-
nosis, compelled him to perform the act, then since
the act was caused by the second man it was nothing
that was within the power of the firs man to
prevent. And precisely the same thing is true, I
think, if instead of referring to a second man who
compelled the first one, we speak instead of the de-
sires and beliefs which the first man happens to have
had. For if what we say he did was really something
that was brought about by his own beliefs and de-

% sires, if these beliefs and desires in the particular sit-
uation in which he happened to have found himself

s caused him to do just what it was that we say he did

anything other than just what it was that he did do.
It makes no difference whether the cause of the deedf
was internal or external; if the cause was some statq
or event for which the man himself was not respon-'%
sible, then he was not responsible for what we have
been mistakenly calling his act. If a flood caused the
poorly constructed dam to break, then, given the
ffqﬂood and the constitution of the dam, the break, we
may say, Aad to occur and nothing could have hap-
pened in its place. And if the flood of desire caused
the weak-willed man to give in, then he, too, had to
do just what it was that he did do and he was no
more responsible than was the dam for the results
that followed. (It is true, of course, that if the man is
responsible for the beliefs and desires that he hap-
pens to have, then he may also be responsible for the
things they lead him to do. But the question now be-
comes: is he responsible for the beliefs and desires he
happens to have? If he is, then there was a time
when they were within his power either to acquire
or not to acquire, and we are left, therefore, with our

general point.)
One may object: But surely if there were such a

thing as a man who is really good, then he would be |

/,,/)4
do, then, since they caused it, he was unable to c_,‘/g

>

==—bI¢ for things that he would do; yet, he

would be unable to do anything other than j o

it is that he does dq since, being good, he mﬂwd_ys
choose todow The answer, [ think, is sug-

gested by a comment that Thomas Reid makes upop,
an ancient author. The author had said of Caro, “H,
was good because he could not be otherwise,” 4p4
Reid observes: “This saying, if understood literally
and strictly, is not the praise of Cato, but of his cop.
stitution, which was no more the work of Cato thap
his existence.” If Cato was himself responsible for
the good things that he did, then Cato, as Reid sug-
gests, was such that, although he had the power to
do what was not good, he exercised his power only
for that which was good.

All of this, if it is true, may give a certain amount
of comfort to those who are tender-minded. But we
should remind them that it also conflicts with a fa-
miliar view about the nature of God—with the view
that St Thomas Aquinas expresses by saying that
“every movement both of the will and of nature pro-

ceds from God as the Prime Mover.” If the act of

7: the sinner did proceed from God as the Prime
IMover, then God was in the position of the second

agent we just discussed—the man who forced the

[trigger finger, or the hypnotist—and the sinner, so-

was not responsible for what he did. (This

Id,assertion, in view of the history of
tefr’ theology, but I must say that I have never

encountered a single good reason for denying it)

There is one standard objection to all of this and
we should consider it briefly.

3. The objection takes the form of a stratagem—
one designed to show that determinism (and divine
providence) is consistent with human responsibility:
The stratagem is one that was used by Jonathan
Edwards and by many philosophers in the present
century, most notably, G. E. Moore.*

One proceeds as follows: The expression

(a) He could have done otherwise, it s ﬂfg“Cd‘

means no more nor less than

(b) If he had chosen to do otherwise, then h¢

would have done otherwise.
(In place of “chosen,” one might say “tried,’ S;;
out,” “decided,” “undertaken,” or «willed.”) T

>



h of atement (b), it 1s then pointed out, is con-
1t ’ : ) i
3 it with determinism (and with divine provi-
qgstel ip . . ;
"\ for even if all of the man’s actions were

dma‘])l.\' determined, the man could still be such
causd ‘he had chosen otherwise, then he would havye
[hJ[‘{’;therwise. What the murderer saw, let us sup-
JOT ;long with his beliefs and desires, caused him
[(?;l;e the shot; yet he was such that if, just then, he
had chosen of dccndeq not to fnre‘ tbe shot, then he
would not have fired it. All of this is certainly pos-
oble. Similarly, we could say, of the dam, that the
Vﬂood caused it to break and also that the dam was
wch that, 7f there had been no flood or any similar
cessure, then the dam would have remained intact.
And therefore, the argument proceeds, if (b) is con-
gstent with determinism, and if (a) and (b) say the
ame thing, then (a) 1s also consistent with deter-
minism; hence we can say that the agent could have
done otherwise even though he was caused to do
what he did do; and therefore determinism and
moral responsibility are compatible.

Is the argument sound? The conclusion follows
from the premises, but the catch, I think, lies in the
first premise—the one saying that statement (a) tells
us no more nor less than what statement (b) tells us.
For (b), it would seem, could be true while (a) is
false. That is to say, our man might be such that, if
he had chosen to do otherwise, then he would have
done otherwise, and yet also such that he could not
have done otherwise. Suppose, after all, that our
murderer could not have chosen, or could not have
decided, to do otherwise. Then the fact that he hap-
Pens also to be a man such that, if he had chosen not
toshoot he would not have shot, would make no dif-
ference, For if he could nor have chosen not to shoot,
then he could not have done anything other than
Ustwhat it was that he did do. In a word: from our
:?::":ﬁm (b) above (“If he had chosen' tc:’do other-
i r’nalfn he -Would have done othel;\mse ), we can-
% othc an .ln’f:erence to (a) above (“He could have

erwise”) unless we can also assert:

(©) He could have chosen to do otherwise.

mcﬁtn ?c)th;refore, if we must reject this Fhirf:l state-
Msemng’ (b)c 0, even thoqgh we may be )u.suﬁed in
€ map Couidwe are not justified in asserting (a). If
not have chosen to do otherwise, then

[
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he would not have done otherwise—even if he was
such that, if he Aad chosen to do otherwise, then he
would have done otherwise.

The stratagem in question, then, seems to me not
to work, and I would say, therefore, that the ascrip-
tion of responsibility conflicts with a deterministic
view of action.

4. Perhaps there is less need to argue that the as-
cription of responsibility also conflicts with an inde-
terministic view of action—with the view that the act,
or some event that is essential to the act, is not caused
at all. If the act—the firing of the shot—was not
caused at all, if it was fortuitous or capricious, hap-
pening so to speak out of the blue, then, presumably,
no one—and nothing—was responsible for the act.
Our conception of action, therefore, should be neither
deterministic nor indeterministic. Is there any other
possibility?

5. We must not say that every event involved in
the act is caused by some other event; and we must
not say that the act is something that is not caused at
all. The possibility that remains, therefore, is this:
We should say that at least one of the events that are
involved in the act is caused, not by any other events,
but by something else instead. And this something
else can only be the agent—the man. If there is an
event that is caused, not by other events, but by the
man, then there are some events involved in the act
that are not caused by other events. But if the event
in question is caused by the man then it 7s caused and
we are not committed to saying that there is some-
thing involved in the act that is not caused at all.

But this, of course, is a large consequence, imply-
ing something of considerable importance about the
nature of the agent or the man.

6. If we consider only inanimate natural objects,
we may say that causation, if it occurs, is a relation
between events or states of affairs. The dam’s break-
ing was an event that was caused by a set of other
events—the dam being weak, the flood being strong,
and so on. But if a man is responsible for a particular
deed, then, if what I have said is true, there is some
event, or set of events, that is caused, noz by ether
events or states of affairs, but by the agent, whatever

he mmh:_;{_ﬂ
I shall borrow a pair of medieval terms, using

them, perhaps, in a way that is slightly different



