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determinate states of microphysical systems do not exist, there can be 

no causal laws relating such states. However Causal Indeterminism 

need not be asserted on these grounds. There would be no inconsistency 

involved in conceding that, say, a particle has a determinate position 

and momentum both at time t1 and at time t2 while denying that there - -
is any law of invariable succession whereby these determinate states 

are correlated with each other. 

(3) :B'inally, it is claimed that Heisenberg's 'Principle of Uncert-

ainty' (or 'Indeterminacy', as the orthodox theorists prefer to call 

it) reflects, not merely an ignorance on our part of' causal laws and 

initial conditions, but a real unpredictability of events at the quantum 

mechanical level. This is equivalent to the thesis of' Predictive 

Indeterminism but, so far as the unpredictability of' micro-events is 

said to be 'real' and not merely an epistemic matter of our lack of 

lj:nowledge, it reduces to the thesis of' Causal Indeterminism, viz. that 

there are in fact no causal laws the Jmowledge of' which would permit 

strict predictions of' the future states of microphysical systems. 

It seems to me that there is much in all this that is philoso- · 

phically and logically objectionable - and, I should have thought, 

scientifically objectionable too. For in what way, we want to Jmow, 

is this ontological interpretation warranted by the experimental facts? 

The answer, as I see it, is that it is not warranted in any way at all. 

Thus, I hope to show that as an eJ<.-planation of' these facts it is 

unnecessary and that as an inference from them it is illegitimate. 

Now there is no doubt but that the hypothesis of - to use de 

Broglie's phrases - 'a real indeterminacy of the physical states and of 

their evolution' constitutes a sufficient explanation of the 'uncertain 

and incomplete lmowledge that experiment at its present stage gives us 

about what really happens in microphysics.' If, say, the parameters 

of an electron are logically indeterminate in the sense that it does 

not have a determinate position or a determinat,e velocity, then it 
t 

follows logically that no lmowledge of its ini\al state is possible. 

And again, if the evolution of the states of an electron - supposing 

it to have determinB-te positions and velocities at eaoh instant of 

its development - is causally undetermined in the sense that the 
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succession of one such state after another is purely a matter of chance, 

then it will follow that no strictly causal laws of its development 

can'be discovered or formulated. Nor, in either case, can strict 

predictions be made. But is it also necessary, I want to ask, to 

assume the non-existence (an ontological matter) of initial states and 

causal connexions in order merely to account for our admitted lack of 

precise knowledge of them (an epistemio matter)? Are not the experi­

mental facts equally well 'explained' by the more acceptable -on 

other grounds, yet to be shown - epistemic hypothesis that we do not 

as yet possess the means for making the necessa!"'J determinations? The 

point is that even if we will ~ possess such means, and even if 

Bohm and the like are never able to construct a plausible theory of a 

deterministic substratum, we do not need to conclude that the limitations 

of our knowledge are due tc a genuine indeterminacy in the events 

themselves. And this brings us to the crux of the matter. For why 

should it be thought necessary to give any explanation of the indisput­

able experimental fact that Planck's quantum law imposes limdtations 

on our ability to make precise simultaneous measurements of complement-

ary parameters? Is not the mere description of this fact, with which 

the so-called 'epistemic interpretation' of Einstein, de Broglie, etc. 

is content, all that is required? In purporting to explain, rather 

than simp~ to describe, the experimental facts, the orthodox theory is 

curiously inconsistent with the programme of scientific positivism (of 

the Mach-Kirchhoff variety) to which, in other respects - ~· in its 

rejection of anobservahles - it strictly adheres. But further, even 

as an explanation the ontological interpretation is less than satisfactory 

since it raises, quite unnecessarily, further questions which it cannot 

itself answer. As Bridgman points out, it calls for another explanat-

ory hjTOthesis which will answer the questions: 'How can individual 

events, each of which is completely haphaaard, combine into regular 

aggregates unless there is some factor of control over their combination 

into aggregates, and what kind cf control can there be over a 

l3aphazard event?' ('Determinism and Modern Science', I?E• 52). To 

put the point more simply, if there are real contingencies in the 

world - if, indeed, not only some but all events occur quite haphazardly 
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and at random - it is then necessary to account for appearances to the 

contrary. For the epistemic 'interpretation', however, it should be 

noted, this seemingly unanswerable question does not even arise. Not 

only, then, is the ontological Indeterminism postulated by the 

orthodox theorist unnecessary in the sense that an alternative account 

- the epistemic 'interpretation' of Einstein, de Broglie, Bohm, etc. -

would suffice just as well, but it itself calls for a further 

explanation, a defect which the latter does not have. 

But may not the ontological interpretation still be necessary in 

the somewhat different sense of being a logically necessary a onsequence 

of, or a valid inference from, the empirical facts? Let us examine 

this suggestion for each of the two ontological indeterministic claims 

of the orthodox theory. (The thesis of real predictive indeterminacy 

need not be considered separately since it reduces to one of these). 

(1) The fundamental claim, from which the others are deducible, is 

that events and states of affairs in the microphysical world are in 

themselves logically indeterminate. Thus Rutten writes: ' ••• the 

deterministic conception of causality has to be abandoned. We say 

this for the reason that the microphysical events are essentially 

indeterminate.! (The Language of' Modern Physics, 181). And Bohm 

describes it in this way: • ••• as far as any physically observable 

variables are concerned, it is not to be supposed that these are just 

"uncertain" to us, because we are not able to measure them with 

complete precision. Rather, one assumes that their very mode ofreing 

requires them to be indeterminate.•" (Causality and Chance in Modern 

Physics, footnote, 85). 

But, as we shall now see, there are at least four .distinct 

versions of this claim -often confusedly regarded as equivalent. 

(a) One view is that although microphysical events, ~· the dis-

integration of an atom, occur at some time or other, they do not occur 

at any determinate time, This is implied by the assertion that 

Schrodinger's psi-function gives a complete description of the single 

system concerned. Putting it in terms of microphysical states of 

affairs, this version asserts that although a particle has some position 
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and some momentum or other, no determinate position or momentum can 

be predicated of it, i~~ the values of these parameters are 'bluFred', 

'vaguet, or 'imprecise'. It is neither true nor false but merely 

indeterminate whether an atom will disintegrate at a specific time 

or whether a particle has a position and momentum. 

But at least three fatal objections can be brought against 

this interpretation. In the first place, there can be no conceivable 

warrant in experience for a statement of this kind, It is granted, 

by all concerned, that we do not know - cannot determine - wlth 

precision the simultaneous values of the conjugate parameters of a 

microphysical system, but it does not follow from this - as the 

official theory would have us believe - that these parameters do not 

hav~ simultaneously precise values. 'fhe mistake here made is to 

predicate 'vagueness', ~·, which is a purely epistemic concept, of 

events and states of aff1airs. 

This brings us to the second objection, It is logical nonsense 

to allow that such concepts as those of 'position', 'momentum', 

'path', 'initial state•, and the like, can properly be predicated 

of something while denying that they can be predicated determinately 

of that thing, Per if, say, 'position' and 'momentum' can signif-

icantly be predicated. of a particle - that is, a particle is the 

kind of' thing that has such properties - then it is not just true but 

logically true (i .. e., logically necessary) that the particle either has - -
or has not this or that determinate position or momentum, Similarly, 

if atoms are the kind of thing which are capable of decaying at some 

time or other, then it is logically necessary that any statement 

asserting this or that specific disintegration-time for a particular 

atom should be either true or false - and determinately so, That 

is, it is logically necessary that if an atom decays at some time or 

other it decays at a definite time, For Einstein, though not for 

his opponents, this is an unquestionable assumption, He points out, 

however, that 'such a definite time-value is not implied in the 

description b:y the ,Y-funoticn,' And from this he concludes: 'If, 

therefore, the individual atom has a definite disintegration-time, 
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then as regards the individual atom, its description by means of the 

~-function must be interpreted as an incomplete description;: ('A 

Reply to Criticisms' AEPS, 668), 

The final objection is that it is just not true, as a matter of 

fact, that atoms have no definite disintegration-time, or that a 

particle has no determinate position or li!Ornentum. B'or it is conceded 

by the theory itself that we oe1n determine, with whatever precision 

we choose, either the position 2!. the lllOrnentum of a particle, though 

not, of course, both together. Indeed, this oan be deduced from 

Heisenberg's uncertainty relations which permit the determination of 

the value of one parameter with complete precision - at the expense, 

however, of the complete imprecision of the determination of the value 

of its conjugate parameter. 

(b) It is sometimes said, more radically, that the whole concept 

of the 'initial state' of a system is inapplicable to the microphysical 

s:rstems which are the concern of quantum mechanics, i•<::• that such 

concepts as those of position and manentum are not properly to be 

predicated of sub-atomic particles at all - whether determinately or 

indeterminately, This is what is meant when physicists tell us that 

in the new mechanics, as distinct from the old, the concept of the path 

of a particle 'has no meaning', or~ain, that the conceptual scheme of 

cla.asical dete:rministic physics 'breaks d(Y\\'Yl' in the ne-,:v physics. 

It amounts to saying that it is a category-mistake to speak of 

electrons and the like as if they were the kinds of things of which 

position and momentum, etc., can be predicated, 

But there are a number of insurmountable problems for this view, 

In the first place, only if by 'particle' the quantum physicist does 

not mean anything like what-ve ordinarily mean by that word can he avoid 

saying that microphysical particles, liice macrophysioal ones, have at 

least some position or other and some momentum or other, And what 

reason could an experiment of any kind afford for saying that micro­

physid.al particles are logically or oategorially different from macro­

physical ones, except that in the case of the former, but not of the 

latter, the experimental situation precludes exact values of these 
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conjugate parameters being determined simultaneously for them? But 

from this there follows only the operational impossibility of such 

precise predication, not the logical impossibility of these particles 

having such parameters, Again, this particular view is clearly 

refuted by the fact, already noted, that the theory does in fact 

permit at least the disjunctive predication of' 'position' and 'momentum' 

of microphysical systems. Indeed' Heisenberg, it should be noted, even 

acknowledges the possibility of' performing experiments which permit 

the precise determination of the values of these parameters conjunct­

ively, and, attempts to reconcile this admission with his uncertainty 

relations by saying that such precise simultaneous measurements, even 

if operationally compatible, are theoretically sterile since they do 

not enable us to predict the particle's future state (as if a statement 

of initial conditions alone ~ suffice for the purpose of predicting 

future states!). Popper (The Logic of Scientific Discovery, 219) and 

Margenau (The Nature of Phvsical Realitv, 376) also descrive similar 

experiments which allow the precise ~oulation of the state of an 

electron at a given instant or its path between two instants to be made, 

I am not at all sure that I understand how these experiments can be 

reconciled with the claims of Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle; but 

even supposing that they oan, i.e. that they do not refute this 

Principle, the fact t'hat they are possible at least shows the falsity 

of the claim that, in the new mechanics, the concepts of the 'initial 

state' and the 'path' of a microphysical entity have no meaning, 

Bohr's argument that if the parameters of a particle cannot be known 

simultaneously then the particle does not have such parameters simult­

aneously, is not only invalid but its conclusion is f'alse. 

(a) A third version of the claim that microphysical objects and 

events are themselves essentially indeterminate is stated by Bridgman 

as follows: 'since an object never occurs naked but always in conjunct­

ion with an instrument of measu~ant or the means by which we acquire 

knowledge of' it, the oonoept of "object", as something in and of 

itself, is an illegitimate one~'. ('Determinism in Modern Science', DF, 

48). Thus, he 

as an "object 11
, 

explains, 

but as an 

I" • .if 

aspect 

one no longer thinks of an electron 

of what happens in particular kinds 
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of physical situation ••• the paradox disappears even from such statements 

as that we can "choose" whether the electron is to have position or 

velocity • The electron in and by itself does not "have" either position 

or velocity; these pertain to what happens in the whole situation, 

including the instrumentation'! ( 60). Similarly, Griinbaum writes: 

• ••• it is because these classically conceived attributes do not jointly 

exist to begin with that they cannot be obtained by simultaneous 

measurement ••• Instead of being simultaneous "autonomous" attributes 

of the microphysical object, belonging to it independently of the 

particular experimental arrangement into which it enters, exsct 

theoretical values of conjugate parameters are each only inte!~~£i~£P~l 

properties of <m ~»tomio o'b,jeot that is coupled indivisi!?l;i: to a 

particular ldnd of observational macro-set-up. • ('Complementarity in 

Quantum Physics and Its Philosophical Generalisation', JP, 1957, 717). 

This interactionist thesis of Bridgman and Grlinbaum, we are 

told, ought not to be confused vdth what Grunbaum describes as the 

thesis of 'macrophysicalism', ~· the thesis that atomic objects them-

selves do not have an autonomous existence, Vfhat is claimed here is 

only that certain of the classical attributes of such objects are non-

autonomous. The difference, according to Grunbaum, is shown by the 

fact that 'To assert that the particular pairs of attributes which 

furnished the mechanical state descriptions in classical physics are 

neither autonomous nor theoretiCally ~junctive but rather interactional 

and theoretically disjunctive does not itself entail that there are no 

.£ih!:E. attributes of, say, an electron whose existence is inilependent 

of whether the electron is observed<'. (177). But here our first 

difficulty arises. Although, as Grunbaum claims, interaotionism does 

not by itself entail macrophysicalism (which he rejects), it is not at 

all clear that there 

them. For Grlinbaum 

is any pragmatic or operational difference between 

does not tell us what •other' attributes of an 

electron there might be which are not purely interactional and 

theoretically disjunctive, ~· which are autonomous in the required 

sense: nor are any such attributes ever involved in the microphysical 

descriptions of quantum theory. But, further, even if interactionism 

does not itself entail maorophysicalism, the latter is deducible from 
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it in conjunction with Bohr's Principle of Complementarity which 

Gr~nbaum and Bridgman both accept. For it is asserted by the Principle 

of Complementarity that there are .!!£ parameters of microphysical systema 

which are not reciprocally related in complementarJ pairs, ~· which 

are not 'interactional and theoretically disjunctive.' In other 

words, an interactionist can avoid the implausible ontology of macro­

physicalism only if he renounces his belief in the Principle of 

Complementarity which i.s usually regarded as an essential part of 

the official interpretation. 

A second defect of interactionism is i;hat the kind oi' argument 

on which it rests either begs the question or is fallacious. Consider, 

for instance, the form in which Bridgman puts it~ 'since an object 

never occurs naked but always in conjunction with an instrument or the 

means by which we acquire knowledge of it, the concept of "object", 

as something in and of itself, is an illegitimate one.' Brid&,rman here 

appears to come dangerously close to macrophysicalism. But this aside, 

it is plain that, as he puts it, the argument begs the question. For 

what he takes as his premise - 'an ob,ject never occurs naked' - is 

equivalent to his conclusion - that an object does not exist 'as some-

thing in and of itself.' And if the argument is altered so as to 

avoid this circularity it becomes fallacious. For what experimental 

or more broadly, eA~eriential - evidence could there ever be for an 

-ontological conclusion such as this? Certainly, experience can tell 

us that an object never is observed •to occur naked but always in 

conjunction with ••• the means by which we acquire knowledge': indeed, 

this is a truism. But it does not follow from this that an object 

'never occurs rtaked', i.e. never exists 'as something in and of itself.' 

Such a conclusion - far from being a truism - is almost certainly false. 

At all events, it coulcl never derive any support from experience. 

Further, even if we were to suppose the thesis of interaotionism 

to be true, it would not in the least oount against the truth of the 

Causal Principle. 'That it would upset the simple 'Spectator-theory' 

of knowledge is undoubted. That it would necessitate the revision of 

our classical conception of such parameters as position and momentum as 

autonomous attributes of microphysical objects is probable. But it 
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would not have the slightest tendency to falsify the claim that there 

are precise conditions for the occurrence of all individual events 

and precise parameters determining the state of every object - whatever 

the ontological status of events and objects may be - such that if 

these were known together with the relevant causal laws of their 

development, it would be possible to predict future events and future 

states of affairs. 

(d) Finally I want to give brief attention to the maorophysicalist 

thesis that there are no determinate states of microphysical systems 

since the latter do not exist independently of being observed or even, 

perhaps, do not exist at all. The importance of this thesis, which 

is asserted by both the leaders of the orthodox •Copenhagen' interpret­

ation, Bohr and Heisenberg, follows from the fact that, according to 

Bohr himself 'the renunciation of the ideal of causality in atomic 

physics which has been forced upon us is founded logically only on our 

not being any longer in a position to speak of the autonomous behaviour 

of a physical object~~ ('Causality and Complementarity', PSG, 1937, 290). 

What is the genesis and status of this thesis? As I see it, it 

is a purely philosophical thesis deriving principally from the adoption 

of a philosophical theory of meaning, ~· an Empirical Decidability, 

or more precisely, a Verifiability, theory of meaning. Following the 

lead of Mach and other scientific positivists like Clifford e.nd Pee,rson, 

Bohr and Heisenberg set out to rid physics of all its 'metaphysical' 

elements -to dispense, in accordance with Occam's Razor, with unnec~ 

essary assumptions and unobservable entities• And their instrument in 

all this was a verifiability or operationalist theory of meaning. 

Thus Rutten remarks that Heisenberg 'emphasised the need for the 

empirical verifiability of our sentences; and he demanded that in the 

descr;iption of physical processes only such symbols should be employed 

as refer, in the most direct manner possible, to observable properties•! 

(The Language of Modern Physics, 160). It is not surprising, then, that 

the path taken by so man::c modern physicists should lead to Berkeleian 

condus;bns. The maxim of macrophysioialism, it appears, is equivalent 

tc Berkeley's ·~ percipi'. David Bohm describes the position thus: 
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1. 
'in the usual interpretation of the quantum theory, an atom has no 

properties at all when it is not observed, Indeed, one may say that 

its only mode of being is to be observed; for the notion of an atom 

existing with uniquely definable properties of its own even when it 

is not interacting with a piece of observing apparatus, is meaningless, 

within the framework of this point of view',! (Causality and Chance in 

Modern Phvsios, 92). 

Now I should have thought that a thesis of this kind was more 

befitting for metaphysics than for science - that it was bad philosophy 

and even worse physics. For the macrophysicalism of the official 

theory is not a valid inference from, or interpetation of, the 

experimental facts of quantum physics: there is no conceivable 

observation which could establish either the truth or the falsity of 

the proposition 'an atom has no 

observed~,~ Indeed, it is - as 

properties 

I see it -

at all when it is not 

the supreme example of a 

purely metaphysical thesis masquerading as a physical theory. Para­

doxically, it appears that the demand for verifiability has led to a 

theory which is itself unverifiable, But this is just because the 

demand for the empirical verifiability of our sentences is methodol­

ogically sound only so long as it is not interpreted as a criterion of 

meaning, i,e, so long as it is not taken to involve the meaninglessness 

of the .\:!:!!erifiable, One may quite legitimately decide to assert only 

what is given by experieno<; but it is wrong to suppose that this entails 

the denial of what is not given by experience: certainly '! is 

observed to exist' entails '!exists', but '!is not observed to 

exist' does not entail '!does not exist•. It is this sort of 

confusion which I take to be exemplified both in Berkeley's doctrine 

of ~ peroipi and in all those arguments from experience which 

purport to establish a real or ontological indeterminateness or 

indeterminism, 

(2) The thesis of Causal Indeterminism, as it is asserted by the 

official interpretation of quantum mechanics, can now be dealt with 

more easily, For the principal reason given ror holding that there 

are no causal oonnexions between determinate states of microphysical 
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systems - indeed the only reason, according to Bohr - is that no such 

determinate states exist. And I have already dealt with that contention. 

If, then, Bohr's claim were correct, there would be no more to be 

said; for we would successfully have deprived the 'renunciation of 

the ideal of causality' of what Bohr holds to be its only logical 

ground. But it is plain that Causal Indeterminism may be founded 

logically on other grounds too. There would be no inconsistency in 

conceding the logical determinateness of events and states of affairs 

at the quantum mechanical level while at the same time denying that 

such events and states of affairs are related to each other by laws 

of invariable succession. .ktd the latter denial would by itself, 

if it could be substantiated, demonstrate the falsity of the claims 

of Causal Determinism. 

But can it be substantiated? It is sometimes claimed that 

even if' we were able to perform precise measurements of both the 

conjugate parameters of an electron at a specific instant of time, it 

would be found that the precise state of the electron so defined is 

only haphazardly related to its future states. Imaginary experiments 

of this kind are envisaged by Heisenberg, Margenau and Popper. Of 

such experiments Grunbaum claims: 'The important point here is that 

such ;meas wrements, though entirely compatible operationally, are 

not theoretically significant: the specific simultaneous values 

furnished by them cannot be regarded as defining a precise state of 

the atomic entity productive of information concerning its past and 

future behaviour in the manner of classical physics;•,. (E, 1957, 714). 

And he goes on to claim that if we do regard them as defining such 

a precise sta.te, repeated runs of' the same experiment will show that 

we were mistaken since the future values of its parameters would 

spread in accordance with the Uncertainty Principle. 'Thus', he 

concludes, 'what is ~rong with the kinds of simultaneous measurements 

we are considering is not that their joint execution and issuance 

in d.efinite numerical values is operationally impossible; instead 

it is that the sharp values they do yield via compatible operations, 

when both are interpreted as exact values of the conjugate parameters 
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of the theory, are at best theoretically sterile and at worst a source 

of false predictions. Accordingly, the Heisenberg principle must be 

unc:.erstood as asserting that no theoretioall y significant exact 

measurements of conjugate values can be operationally compatible, i.e. 

simultaneously performable.'. ( 715) (where 'theoretioally significant ' 

means 'productive of predictions'). Now it is clear that some such 

experiment as that here envisaged must be performable if the present 

claim is to be substantiated, ~· ii' the supposedly irreducible 

statistical 'laws' of quantum theo~r are not to be attributed merely 

to the indeterminateness of microph;•sioal states but rather to the 

non-causal character of the relations between them. This is the 

only sort of empirical evidence which could establish Causal Indeter­

minism without involving the difficulties we have found in the thesis 

that quantum mechanical events are themselves indeterminate. 

But even then it cannot establish it; for other difficulties 

too are involved. The first concerns the status of such imaginary 

experiments in quantum theory itself. As I said. before, it is not 

at all clear hew, if at all, such experiments can be held to be 

operationally possible consistently with Heisenberg's Uncertainty 

Principle. Popper comments on a similar case in which a physicist, 

Jordan, constructs an imaginary experiment to illustrate the Principle 

of Complementarity: 'the very experiment by which he illustrates this 

principle may be shown to refuts it , (The Logic of Scientific 

Discovery, 455). Siwilarly, the Heisenberg Principle, as ordinarily 

understood, does rule out the possibility of making simultaneous 

precise measurEll!lents of conjugate parameters and not merely - as 

Griinbaum would have us believe - the theoretical significance of such 

operations, i.e. their use for prediction. At least, if it does not 

preclude such measurements, then all the interpretations, previously 

considered in (1), which purport to show that microphysical systems 

d.o not have determinate states, together with Bohr's claim that the 

renunciation of' the Causal Principle fellows from this alone, must be 

mistaken. While if it does - as is usually assumed - involve the 

imDossibility of' these measurements, then the argument in the present 
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case collapses; for sinoe it is then not the case that the state of a 

system can be determinately stated it is little wonder that no state­

ments of its invariant relationship to other determinate states can 

be formulated. I cannot see any way out of this dilemma.. 

~ut suppose there is a way out. Even so, I want to argue, 

there are other difficulties which concern, not the status of this 

imaginary experiment vis-A-vis the rest of quantum theory, but its 

alleged indeterministic implications. Assume, then, the correctness 

of Grunbaum's claim that the Uncertainty Principle asserts only that 

exact simultaneous measurements of conjugate parameters are theoretically 

insignificant, not that they are operationally incompatible. Does 

this theoretical insignificance of such measurements - ~· their 

uselessness for predicting - entail what he calls 'the Copenhagen 

view that the temporal evolution of the mechanical properties of 

individual atoms is irreducibly statistico-deterministio rather than 

deterministic.•? (720). The argument that it does appears to go like 

this: it is claimed that even if we can determine the precise simult­

aneous values of' the conjugate parameters of a single particle at two 

successive instants, we still o annot formulate causal laws of its 

development of the form, 'If ~land 51 at!}, then £2 and ~2 at 12'; 
for when we repeat our experiment we will find that the same initial 

state - l2.l =d 51 at !} - is not always followed, after the same 

time interval, ~· at ~. by the state :12.2 and Sl2• ·out rather that 

the values of its parameter-variables ('E.' and '9.') 'spread' in a 

statistical or probabilistic manner. It is, therefore, causally 

contingent whether the same initial state of a system - as determined 

by our measurements - will be followed by this, or that, or some 

other particular state of the system; but, at the same time, the 

aggregate of these st.e,tc-;_;;.qL~ences in repeated runs of the same 

experiment will he found to conform to certain statistically regular 

patterns. This is what Gri.inbaum means when he talks about the 

temporal evolution of the mechanical properties of individual atoms 

being 'irreducibly statistioo-deterministio rather than deterministic. 1 

Lenzen eA~lains the difference between statistical regularities and 

deterministic or dynamical regularities like this: 'If a system is 



,) 

~~ 
~-

prepared so that it is in a state of maximum determinateness, and if 

the same experiment is performed on the system many times, then 

except for chance fluctuations the same frequencies of distribution 

of results will follow, at all instants of' time and positions in 

space. If a system is subject to <Jvnamioal oausali ty, the results 

of an experiment will be th<e same for all systems at all instants and 

positions;• (The Nature of Physical Theory, 26). Like Gr\inbaum, 

Lenzen claims that whereas 'in classical physics it was assumed that 

a statistical regularity is the manifestation of a more basic 

dynamical regularity •• , quantum theory has introduced statistical 

regularities which are not reducible, but fundamental:' 

We are now in a position to state 

that is in dispute, We are considering 

more clearly what it is 

the claim that there are 

performable experiments in which the purely probabilistic, non­

deterministic character of the formulae which describe the development 

of microphysical systems cannot be attributed to the indeterminateness 

of the states of those systems since their conjugate parameters for 

any given instant of time can be determined with complete precision -

in a way which seems, to me at least, to be inconsistent with 

Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle. The question is simply whether 

we must conclude from this that there is a realaausal indeterminacy 

in the development of' .these microphysical systems, or, in other words, 

whether the probabilistic formulae or statistical regularities which 

quantum theorists use today are irreducible and fundamental, i,e, 

not capable of explanation in terms of a deterministic substratum 

of' hidden variables, 

Like de Broglie (in the passage quoted earlier), I believe that 

'such an extrapolation does not appear in any way to be justified;! 

What the argument overlooks is that neither the principle 'Same 

cause, same effect', nor the Causal Principle which involves it, can 

conclusively be refuted by evidence that two or more apparently 

identical systems do not have the same effects, i,e, do not develop 

in the same way. For it can always be argued - as was shown 

1
. 'h"t <f two such svstems do not develop in the same way, ear ler - ..., = - ~ .., -
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then, despite appearances, their initial conditions could not have 

been, in all respects the same, Indeed, scientists often proceed 

as if 'having such and such an effect • were the very definition of 

'having such and such a cause•, Arthur Pap, for instance, in his 

doctoral thesis The A Priori in Phvsical Theory ( 65) quotes Max 

PlancK as writing: 'The state of a material system at a given instant 

is the function of all those variables the value of which at that 

instant completely determines the whole development of the processes 

which take place in the system,! Considered in this light, it is 

clear that in the present instance the very fact that the simultaneous 

exact measurements of the conjugate parameters of an electron do ~' 

as is shown by repeated experiments, 'completel,y determine the whole 

development of the processes which take place in the system', can 

be taken to count against the supposition that these measurements 

adequately characterise the initial state of the electron, In other 

words, if the state El-and-~ at il is not invariably followed at 

!,2 by the state 12.2-and-.9.2 (where the time-interval !.J. -:t:_2 is invariant), 

then this will count as evidence for holding either that the values 

of 'p' and 'q' could not have beendetermined with complete precision - -
after all, or that the state-description 'Eland~· is not a complete 

state-description - even although completely sharp values have been 

given to its parameter-variables. 

Now the second possibility here envisaged is identical with 

that postulated by Grunbaum when, in attempting to distingush his 

own interactionist thesis from that of macrophysicalism, he claims 

that the particular pairs of attributes which furnish the mechanical 

state-descriptions of classical physics may not be the only attributes 

predicable of microphysical systems. (Since his own thesis is that 

the classically conceived parameters of phy:>ical systems are wholly 

interactional, he can avoid maorophysicalism, and so allow the 

autonomous existence of microphysical objects, only by supposing 

that such objects possess 'other' attributes which are not inter-

aotional, nor, therefore, classical). Thus, merely because a 

given system has been described with complete precision so far as 
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its classical parameters are concerned, it does not follow that the 

state of the system has been completely d esoribed in respect of !!;11 

its attributes: it may be thatve need to take into account the 

values of other, non-classical or 'hidden', state-variables if we 

are to give a completely adequate description of the state of a 

microphysical system, Similarly, merely because two systems are 

alike in respect of their classical parameters it does not follow 

that they are completely alike, ~· the same in respect of all 

their possible attributes: nor, therefore, does it follow that, if 

their future states are different, we must conclude that the principle 

'Same cause, same effect' is false. For their initial states, as 

completely determined by both classical and non-classical parameters, 

may have been different also. There is no contradiction between 

'Same cause, same effect' and 'Different cause, diff'erent effect', 

It is just this possibility of the existence of' a deterministic 

substratum of 'hidden' variables which leads de Broglie to reject 

what he regards as the unjustified extrapolation from 'the uncertain 

and incomplete character of' the knowledge that experiment at its 

present stage gives us' to the orthodox claim that this is 'the 

result of a real indeterminacy of the physical states and of their 

evolution', For he continues: 'It is possible that looking into 

the future to a deeper level of reality we will be able to interpret 

the laws of probability and <!Uantum physics as being the statistical 

results of the development of completely determined values of variables 

which are at present hidden from us'. Again, Einstein adopts this 

point of view when he writes: 'Assuming the success of efforts to 

accomplish a complete physical description', -a description which, 

he claims, the statistical formulae of the present quantum theory 

do not provide - 'the statistical C!Uantum theory would, within the 

framework of future physics, take an approximately analogous position 

to the statistical mechanics within the framework of classical 

mechanics. ~'I am', he says, 'rather firmly convinced that the 

development cf theoretical physics will be of this type; but the 

path will be lengthy and difficult •, ('A Reply to Criticisms', ~' 
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672). It is not without significance that David Bohm and others 

claim to have made some progress along this path. 

But, it may here be objected, there is in quantum theory a 

logically rigorous proof - in the form of a theorem of von Neumann -

that no such theory of a deterministic substratum is possible, This 

proof, as Scriven describes it, takes as its premises the statistical 

descriptions of contemporary quantum theory and then proves that 

'it would be logically inconsistent to accept these, the most 

plausible descriptions of sub-atomic processes, and maintain that 

there exist some underls~ng deterministic variables of which the 

quantum theory variables ane manifestations;', ('The Present Status 

of Determinism in Physics', ~. 1957, 735). Reichenbach, too, 

makes a similar claim for the absolute finality of the present-day 

quantum-mechanical descriptions. Thus his Synoptic Principle 

asserts that •all observational knowledge ever attainable can be 

summarised in the form of a~ function; in other words, that the 

description .!!_ of a physical state given by the yi--function is the 

most complete description possible; 1 (The Direction of Time, 211;-). 

Now it might appear to some that the von Neumann theorem 

offers us a purely a nriori demonstration that a deterministic 

substratum cannot exist, But, as philosophers, we know that a 

purely a priori proof of 

of faot is impossible. 

the existence or non-existence of any matter 

The theorem, therefore, cannot be purely §:. 

oriori after all but rather must include among its premises at least 

one contingent proposition, And clearly, if this is the case, them 

our rejection of the theorem's conclusion does not lead us to self­

contradiction but only to the denial of a contingent proposition: 

that is, we can escape von Neumann's conclusion by denying the factual 

truth of one or more of his premises. And this means that the 

conclusion itself, viz, that the statistical descriptions of 

contemporary quantum theory are irreducibly indeterministic, takes 

on the status of a questionable and perhaps even arbitrary assumption, 

But worse is yet to oome, For the theorem begs the question, As 

is clear from Scriven's account, the truth of the factual premises 
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from which it starts, viz. the assumption that present-day quantum­

mechanical descriptions are comolete descriptions of what goes on 

in the microphysical world, is just what is in issue. Thus, we may 

conclude with David Bohm that 'the conclusions concerning the need 

to give up the concepts of causality, continuity of motion, and the 

objective reality of individual micro-objects have been too hasty. 

For it is quite possible that while the quantum theory, and with it 

the ind"eterminacy principle, are valid to a very high degree of 

approximation in a certain domain, they both cease to have relevance 

in new domains below that in which the current theory is applicable. 

Thus the conclusion that there is no deeper level of causally determined 

motion is just a piece of circular reasoning, since it will follow 

only if we assume beforehand that no such level exists.! (Causality 

and Chance in Modern Physics, 95). 

To sum up: - It is quite evident that whst physicists like 

Einstein, de Broglie, and Bohm, all object to, in their own way, is 

what I have called the 'epistemic-ontclogioal confusion' involved in 

any reasoning which regards the absence of an experience of' causality 

as equivalent to anex:perience of the absence cf'musality, And what 

all the foregoing critique of quantum mechanics amounts to can be 

put quite simply by saying that the Causal Principle, i.e, Causal 

Determinism, cannot be falsified by any experience whatever since 

statements like 'There is no cause for this event' (Asserted by the 

ontological interpretation of' quantum theory) oan never be experi­

mentally verified, while there is always the possibility (envisaged 

by the supporters of the epistemic interpretation) that such statements 

may be experimentally falsified in the microphysical world (~, by 

the discovery of a deterministic substratum of hidden variables which 

will account for both the apparently quite haphazard behaviour of 

individual objects at the quantum-mechanical level and the fact -

inexplicable for the Copenhagen view - that these paphazard events 

combine into statistically regular aggregates) just as they commonly 

are in the macrophysical world, 
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At the beginning of' this chapter I pointed out that causal 

Determinism may be opposed either on the grounds that it has been 

shown to be false as a matter of fact, or on the grounds of its 

supposed inconsistency vdth certain of our ethical beliefs, I 

have now completed my reply to the first of these charges, Before 

proceeding to the second, however, I propose to consider briefly 

an argument, based on the alleged indeterminism of contemporary 

quantum physics, by which Libertarians commonly attempt to establish 

the e:x:Lstence of Free Will, viz. the so-called 'argument from physical 

indeterminacy, •, 

Now it is clear that, on my view, any attempt to establish the 

truth of the belief in contra-causal freedom by an appeal to what 

Campbell calls 'such objectively empirical considerations a s the 

success or failure of physicists to re-establish strict predictability 

as the basis of particle-physics', is doomed to failure from the out set, 

For I claim to have shown in this chapter that no actual or conceivable 

'objectively empirical considerations', i.e. no argument from ezperienoe, 

oan ever establish the truth of the premises of such an argument. 

But even if we were to grant the factual truth of this premise, 

viz, that quantum mechanics has refuted Determinism, the argument 

would still fail for the more important reason that it is invalid, 

One may legitimately argue that since the falsity of' Causal Determinism 

is a necessary condition of the truth of the Libertarian's Free Will 

Theory, the renunciation of the Causal Principle in quantum mechanics 

has 'opened the door to human freedom', where this means simply that, 

as Mabbott puts it, 'the head-on collision between science and free­

will has been avoided;•, But it does not follow from this, as so 

many philosophers and physbists would, have us believe, that the falsity 

of Causal Determinism - assuming it to have been shown - establishes 

the truth of the l''ree Will Theory itself, For Causal Indeterminism, 

as was shown in Chapter Three, is only the necessary, not the sufficent, 

condition of Causal Libertarianism, Besides, Libertarians seem not 

to have perceived the odd consequences to which the contrary 
assumption - that Causal Indeterminism is a sufficient condition of 
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the possession of Free Will - leads, when taken in conjunction with 

the other premise of their argument, ~· the complete indeterminacy 

allegedly shown by quantum theory - of all phYsical processes. For 

instance, it would then follow (a) that all physical acts that 

human beings perform - not only those which they choose to do, but 

those also in which they seem most to be subject to constraints or 

compulsions - are acts of Free Will; (b) that not only human beings 

but other animate creatures too, so far as their behaviour is 

explicable in terms of physical processes, possess Free Will and, 

moreover, constantly exercise it; and (c) that all physical processes 

whatever, from the quantum-jumps of electrons to the spiral motions 

of galaxies, are manifestations either singly or in aggregate of 'acts' 

of Free Will. Perhaps these consequences will not seem repugnant 

to everyone - physicists, we reflect, sometimes employ this sort of 

animistic language when, for example, they talk about random particles 

behaving 1 freely 1 and 1 choosing 1 what their paths are to be - but, for 

the Libertarian, such consequences are plainly disastrous, 

I must now turn briefly to the second of the two main tasks 

which I set myself at the beginning of this chapter, viz, the defence 

of Causal Determinism against the bogey of Fatalism, (The fact that 

I do not give this problem as much attention as the first ought not 

to be construed as meaning that I hold it to be of any less importa."loe 

but only that I hold it to be of easier solution.) 

What we are now to consider is a further argument by means of 

which Libertarians commonly attempt to refuie Causal Determinism on 

the grounds that it is, in virtue of its entailments, logically - not 

just materially - inconsistent with moral responsibility. 

form: 

.. 

This, the argument from fear ... of Fatalism, has the following 

'(1) Causal Determinism entails Fatalism. 

(2) :F'atalism entails that no-one is morally responsible, 

(3) But it is false that no-one is morally responsible, 

(4) Causal Determinism is false. 1 

If we wish to reject the conclusion (4), as I do, then, since the 
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argument is formally valid, we must rejeot at least one of the premises. 

But which? 

Premise (3) I hold to be unexceptionable - at least in its 

usual sense. That is, unless some special definition of 'morally 

responsible' is intended, I believe it to be true, as a matter of 

fact, that at least some people on at least some occasions are held 

morally responsible for their actions - and properly so. 

Nor do I want to dispute premise 

a conceptual truth - given the relevant 

(2). l!"or I hold it to be 

meanings of 'Fatalism' and 

'morally responsible' - that if F'atalism is true it must be false 

that anyone is morally responsible, This is evid.ent from the facts 

(a) that ]1atalj.sm - in the philosorhers t sense of the v;rord here under 

discussion - asserts the pointlessness cf' a.11 burr:an effort and str5.ving, 

i.e, that our tlills and desires have no efficacv whatever: and (b) -- " . 
thc:tt v.;e ordinariJ.~, regard it as a necessar:,.- oond:ition of a person's 

being morally responsible for a given action, not only that he be free 

from constraint when performir€ it, but also that the act should be 

'his' in the .sense that he, ancl net some-one CI' something else, was 

the causal agent that produced it. Thus, since Fataliern denies that 

men are ever causal agents in the sense which is a necessary condition 

of moral responsibility, Fatalism and moral responsibility are 

incompatible. 

¥/hat, then, of premise (l)? Is it the oase, as the Libertarian 

opponents of Causal Determinism allege, that if we believe the future 

to be wholly the outcome of causal necessity, we are logically 

committed to denying any significance, any causal efficacy, tc the 

wills and desires of men? This, I am going to suggest, is where the 

defect of the •argument from F'atalism' lies. For, as we shall see, 

here - as so often elsewhere -the Libertarian's case rests on 

confusion and fallacious reasonings. 

What is here in dispute, it must first be noted, is not the 

popular kind of F'atalism portrayed by Russell when, in his essay 
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'A Free Man's Worship', he writes: 'no fire, no heroism, no intensity of 

thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; 

all the labours of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, 

all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction 

in the vast death of the solar system,t. (Mysticism and Logic, 51). 

Although this kind of Fatalism can be regarded as a consequence of 

Determinism, or, to be more precise, a consequence of a particular thesis 

of deterministic science - Russell describes it as •the world which 

Science presents for our belief' - it is not the kind of :B'atalism of 

which the Libertarian accuses Causal Determinism itself. For in this 

'popular' sense of the word, Fatalism does not preclude man's moral 

responsibility. From the fact that man has an ultimate fate - to die -

and that his will becomes wholly ineffectual 'beyond the grave', it does 

not follow that everything that happens to him during life is fated or 

that before the grave ll:l.a will is ineffectual, his hopes and strivings 

pointless, It may be true that life is ultimately pointless but this 

does not entail its present pointlessness. Only the latter kind of 

'pointlessness', the kind of' Ji'atalism that involves the inefficacy of' 

all men's strivings, is in dispute when we ask whether or not Causal 

Determinism entails Fatalism, 

Now, according to the Libertarian the truth of (l) is plain to 

see. Thus, Eddington, for instance, reasons that if the future is 

oausally necessitated by the past, its outcome must be determined 

irrespective of' anything I do or try to do. 'What significance,' he 

asks, 'is there in my mental struggle tonight whether I shall. or shall 

not give up smoking, if the laws which govern the physical universe 

already preordain for the morrow a configuration of matter constituted 

of pipe, tobacco, and smoke connected w~th my lips?' (Phil., 1933, 41). 

If the future is wholly determined by the past as Causal Determinism 

claims it to be, he argues, I can have had no hand in determining it: 

my tomorrow is determined no matter what I do today. 

Let us take a closer look at this argument. Certainly, according 

to Causal Determinism, there are laws of nature which, together with 

initial conditions (which Eddington forgets), 'pre-ordain' my tomorrow­

where this means, for instance, that whether or not I then smoke my pipe 
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will be determined by antecedent causes, For Causal Determinism asserts 

that for any such event its occurrence is either causally necessary or 

causally impossible (consequential sense): there are no causally 

contingent events, But does it follow from this that there is 'no 

significance', say, in my mental struggle whether to abstain from 

smoking tomorrow? A fairly plausible sor:t of argument can be 

constructed for supposing that it does follow, It might be argued 

(a) that if it is causally necessary that I give up smoking tomo=ow, 

then my present decisions can make no difference, i.e. if I decide to 

give up smoking my decision is pointless since 1 shall do so any~ay, 

while if I decide not to give it up my decision will be frustrated 

since I shall smoke in spite of myself; and (b) that if it is causally 

impossible for me to give up smoking tomo=ow, then again my mental 

struggle tonight is without significance, i,e, if I decide to continue 

smoking my decision is superf~uous since I am going to continue anyway, 

while if I decide to give up smoking I shall be unable to do so. In 

both cases, it is made to appear, my mental struggle tonight and any 

decision in which it may issue is either superfluous or futile, And 

this result can be generalised for any event whatever, If the future 

is causally determined by the past there are no occasions, it seems, 

when by deliberating and taking pains I can alter the outcome. That 

is, it is concluded, Causal Determinism entails Fatalism. 

But there is a fallacy in this argument. Vlnat the Libertarian 

here overlooks is th"t it is possible, consistently with the thesis 

that every event has a cause, to assert that there are some future events 

of which my volitions are the cause, Admittedly, in the case of future 

events of which my volitions are not the cause, my mental struggles, 

deliberations and volitions will be ineffectual, i.e. have no effect. 

There is nothing surprising in this, for it is a necessary truth that 

what is not a cause can have no effect. Nor is there an;?thing 

ominous about it: we all know what it is like to find that our effor:ts 

have been frustrated, But what is important is that there may be 

future events of which my present volitions ~ the cause - in par:t 
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at least. And in this case it is patently false to say that my volitions 

are wholly ineffectual. Thus, to return to :Eddington's example, it 

may be just because of my mental struggle tonight that tomorrow there 

will be a certain •configuration of matter constituted of pipe, tobacco 

and smoke connected with my lips.' In other words, my decision tonight 

may play the role of' an initial condition in determining tomorrow• s 

events; it may be an effective cause in determining whether I then 

smoke or do not smoke, as the case may be. F'rom the fact that every 

event has a cause nothing at all follows concerning the causal efficacy 

or inefficacy of human efforts and strivings. There is a difference 

between saying that my tomorrow is determined (Causal Determinism) and 

saying that my tomorrow is determined no matter what I do today 

(Fatalism~. Since Causal Determinism is consistent with saying that 

my morrow is determined EJ: what I do today while Fatalism is inconsistent 

with it, there c~~ be no valid inference from the former to the latter. 
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~'-MORAL RESPONSIBILITY 

In this final chapter I return once more to the central issue 

of the Free Will dispute - whether or not Determinism in general, and 

Causal Determinism in particular, is logically inconsistent with moral 

responsibility. 

There are very good reasons for concentrating on the alleged 

incompatibility between moral responsibility and Causal, rather than 

Logical or Predictive, Determinism, In the first place, for most 

philosophers it is the apparent conflict between saj~ng that everything 

we do is causally determined - not just logically determinate - and 

sa0~ng that we may nevertheless be morally responsible, that generates 

most of the trouble, Secondly, since Causal Determinism entails Logical 

Determinism, if it can be shown that the former is not inconsistent with 

moral responsibility, it will follow that the latter is not either, 

And thirdly, if Causal Determinism and moral responsibility are reconcil­

able, it is hard to see that the mere addition of an epistemic thesis -

which alone differentiates Predictive Determinism from Causal Determinism 

- could make any difference. 

What does it mean to say that two propositions are logically 

inconsistent - that their conjunction is logically impossible i.e. 

self-contradictory? According to the modal analysis given in Chapter 

Four, we say that a preposition or statement is logically impossible if, 

and only if, its falsity follows from - can be determined by reference 

to - a principle of logic and/or a principle of linguistic usage (i,e. - . --
a rule of the language concerned), The disjunction here is plainly to 

be understood in its weak, inclusive, sense. Thus, within the class of 

necessarily false statements, we may distinguish broadly: (a) statements, 

like 'Some men are neither married ncr unmarried', whose falsity is 

certifiable by reference to principles of logic alene, ~· '(J2): £ v -12,'; 

(b) statements, like 'Some bachelors are married', whose falsity is 

certifiable by reference to ~ statements about rules of language, 

~· the contingent statement 'In the English language "bachelor" may be 
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replaced by "unmarried man" without change of meaning', and principles 

of logic, ~· '(£): -(£.-£)' -we say that 'Some bachelors are 

married' is reducible to the denial of this logical truth with the 

help of such 'definitions' or rules of language; and (c) statements, 

like 'This is red but not coloured', which are certifiable as false by 

reference to those rules or conventions of ordinary usage which detsrmine 

the usual meanings of the expressions 'red' and 'coloured' in the 

language, ~· the contingent statement 'In the English language any­

thing which is correctly describable as "red" is also correctly 

describable as "coloured".' A necessarily false or self-contradictory 

statement of type (o) corresponds to the negation of a necessarily true 

statement of the type which Max Black analyses in his 'Necessary State­

ments and Rules' (~, 1958). Thus, if '£' is the name of such a 

necessarily true statement, he argues, '§. is certified, that is, shown 

to be valid, by establishing that the associated linguistic rule, R, 

holds in the English language. In other words, to certify£ is to 

verify the contingent proposition, li• that ~ is a rule of the English 

language.• (318). 

I have already argued: (i) that there are no purely formal 

transformations of the propositions 'Every event is causally determined • 

and •Men are sometimes morally responsible for their actions' whereby 

one y~elds the formal contrary or contradictory of the other: their 

conjunotiondoes not exemplify the denial of a principle of logic as in 

type (a); and (ii) that there are no definitions, rules, or conventions 

in the English language such that the substitution of synonymous 

expressions in one or both propositions yields derivative propositions 

whose conjunction involves a self-contradiction of type (b): although 

the substitution of certain modal expressions yields sentences whose 

grammatical form gives them the appearance of contradictories, I argued 

(in Chapter Four) that this appearance is illusory since the possibility­

of-being-otherwise which is a necessary condition of moral responsibility 

is different from that which is denied by the thesis of Causal Determinism. 

But we have not yet considered the possibility that the conjunction 
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of these propositions involves an informal self-contradiction of type 

(c). Thus, a Libertaria.'l might object that although the proposition 

'He is both causally determined and morally responsible' is not itself 

a formal self-contradiction or even reducible to one, it can neverthe­

less be certified as false simply by reference to the meanings of its 

component expressions. A careful analysis of the concept of moral 

responsibility, he may say, reveals that the exercise of a contra­

causal Free Will is both a necessary and sufficient condition of its 

applicability. 

Now to say the above proposition is self-contradictory in this 

sense is equivalent to saying that there is what Black calls an 'associated 

linguistic rule' - say, 'The expression "both causally determined and 

morally responsible" has no descriptive use' - which is, as a matter of 

fact, in force in the English languagee At any rate, if there is not 

such an implicit rule, this proposition mnnct be a self-contradiction 

in any sense - formal or informal. B'or if the expression 'both causally 

determined and morally responsible' ~ have a descriptive use, it would 

describe a state of affairs whi,oh would falsify the allegedly necessary 

truth 'No-one who is causally determined is morally responsible'; and 

it would then be a purely contingent mattsr - to be decided on other 

grounds - whether a man who is held to be causally determined is also 

to be held morally responsible for his actions. 

1:'/hat is now required, therefore, if we are finally to settle the 

question concerning the alleged inconsistency between Causal Determinism 

and moral responsibility, is that we examine our actual uses of the 

expression 'morally responsible' in order to determine whether or not we 

ordinarily use it in accordance with the Libertarian's contra-causal 

criterion. 

Jlmong the points I hope to establish by means of such an invest­

igation are these: (l) that there is no unique linguistic rule or con­

ventional criterion or set of criteria in accordance with which we 

invariably settle questions involving the ascription of moral rescnsib­

ility; (2) that the several criteria or sets of criteria that we do as 
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a rule employ in ordinary life are consistent with the thesis of Causal 

Determinism, ~· that the expression 'both causally determined and 

morally responsible' does have a des=iptive use; (3) that contra­

causality is, therefore, not a necessary condition of the applicability 

of the concept of moral responsibility, i.e. that there is no logical 

inconsistency between Causal Determinism and moral responsibility - at 

least as we ordinarily understand it; and. ( 4) that the exoercise of 

a contra-causal' Free Yfill, in the Libertarian's sense of the word, is 

not a sufficient condition of the concept's applicability, but is, 

rather, a sufficient condition of' its non-applicability in any sense 

whatever, i.e. that if a person can be held morally responsible only 

if he is Self-determining, the notion of moral r~sponsibility becomes 

necessarily vacuous. 

Let us begin by asking: What does it mean to say that someone 

is morally responsible for something? Or, in other words: Wbat are 

the criteria for the ascription of moral responsibility? 

The answer given by JJibertarians anfl many Hard. Determinists 

alike, is that the proper criteria for its ascription are contra-causal: 

or, more precisely, that a person is properly held. morally responsible 

for what he does if, and only if, he is both contra-causally free and 

Self-determining. They differ only as to whether these criteria are 

ever satisfied, 

But I will argue that 

to these questions. ~,or the 

there is no single non-disjunctive answer 

concept of moral responsibility is not 

a unita:ry one. On the contrary, it is systematically ambiguous - and 

systematically ambiguous in a special kind. of way; viz. it is what I 

shall call sn expansible concept. By this I mean: (a) that there are 

several distinguishable senses of the word 'responsible', and its 

synonyms 'accountable', 'answerable', and 'liable'; and. (b) that the 

associated criteria (linguistic rules), which determine the particular 

sense for any instance oC' the use of these words, can be arranged. in 

order of their increasing severityo The concept of moral responsibility, 

we may say, is a family-concept whose various members form a natural 

hieraro,hy. 
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By way of illustration, consider the different sorts of criteria 

employed in the following imaginary dialogue. Picture Mrs. Jones engaged 

in removing ink-stains from the carpet. Her husband, Mr, John Jones, 

enters with three friends - Lawyer, Psychologist, and Philosopher:-

Mr. Jones: 'Which of the children is responsible for this?' 

Mrs .. Jones: 'Junior again, I 1m afraid.' 

Mr. Jones: 'I see, I'll deal with him in the morning,' 

(Short silence) ••••• 

Lawyer: 

l11'r • .Jones: 

'I can't help wondering, John, why you didn •t ask whether 

;cour son spilt the ink advertently or inadvertently. 

Perhaps he couldn't help it, !Teat I mean is -mightn't 

it have been just an accident?' 
1\Vhether he did it accidentally or not doesn't concern me, 

The point is: he did it, and I'm going to see that he 

doesn't do it again, He's got to learn to be more careful, 

Besides, it isn't as if' this were the first time, Just 

take a look at that carpet l ' 

Psychologist: 'From your last remark, John, it sounds to me as though 

Junior is seriously disturbed about something. Punishment 

won't help matters if I'm right; but a little therapy 

might. 1Vhy don't you bring him along to my rooms in the 

morning?' 

Philosopher:' You lmow, I think Psychologist here is on the right track, 

For myself, I've always maintained that if only we lmew 

enough about the factors that determine human behaviour we 

would abandon the notion of individual moral responsibility 

altogether. Ultimately, no-one is really responsible. 

To understand all, is to forgive 

Clearly, each man is operating ~~th a different 

of what it is to be responsible for something. 

is to be held responsible for spil1ing the ink 

all, • 

criterion, or set of criteria, 

For Mr. Jones, Junior 

if, and only if', he, and 
not one of the other children, did it. l!'or Lawyer, however, Mr. J"one!l~ 

simple criterion is not in itself sufficient to establish Junior's 

responsiblli ty: Junior is to be held responsible if, and only if, he 
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not only did the deed but did it intentionally, i,e, it, was not an 

accident, Psychologist introduces a further requirement. For him, 

evidence that the act was intentional is still not sufficient: he 

wants to be sure that there is no deeper psychological cause, of a 

special sort, for Junior's offending behaviour, e.g. that Junior is 

not suffering from an uncontrollable neurosis or compulsion. lind 

Philosopher adopts an even s trioter criterion, ~· that a person is 

not to be held morally responsible for what he does unless there are 

no causes whatever which 'make' him do it. _Although, in our imaginary 

dialogue, Philosopher believes that this criterion is never satisfied 

and is therefore led to the Hard Determinist conclusion that no-one is 

ever morally responsible, it is clear that the same criterion, taken 

together with the belief that people are sometimes morally responsible, 

entails the Libertarian thesis that people are sometimes contra-causally 

free. 

By means of this homely illustration I have tried to sketch some 

of' the importantly different ways in which questions of moral responsib­

ility can be ~nswered. Thus I have distinguished, so far, between four 

different conceptions of moral responsibility, corresponding to the 

ascription-criteria employed by the four main characters in our story. 

These range from the rather primitive conception of Mr. Jones whose 

criterion is the simple causal one of 'Who did it?• to the expanded 

conception of contra-causal responsibility held by the Hard Determinist-

cum-Libertarian philosopher. And between them these four conceptions 

and their associated criteria account for most of the main features of 

our ordinary and philosophical uses of the expression 'morally respons­

ible,' 

But there is a further main kind of use of this e:Jc'})ression which 

deserves mention also, This is the notion of Vicarious 

which is usually associated only with the most primitive 

Responsibility 

legal and moral 

conceptions. Its chief interest for us lies in its close association 
with questions of punishment, and in the fact that, unlike the other four 

conceptions I have distinguished, it is not a necessary condition of 
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responsibility, in this sense of the word, that the person held respon­

sible for an offence should be the person who caused the offence to 

happen. 

In all, then, I have distinguished five broadly different 

conceptions of what it means to be morally responsible for something. 

For convenience I shall refer to them as the five 'levels' in the 

expansion of the concept of moral responsibility. I do not deny that 

there Jsay be subtle shadings of meaning within any of these general 

levels - discriminations of which this five-fold distinction does not 

itself provide an account - but it does seem to me that all but the 

most esoteric uses of the concept fall within one or another of these 

levels and that, in this sense, the disjunctionbetween them is 

exhaustive. Not that this a point of much importance: for my purpose 

is to dispel certain confusions about the meaning or meanings of the 

expression 'morally responsible' by examining some of the main features 

of its ordinary uses, rather than to give an exhaustive account of all 

its possible uses, 

Let us now examine each of these five levels of the concept of 

moral responsibility in turn, I hope thereby to show, among other 

things, what are the reasons for the concept's exp~sibility, i.e. the 

reasons which have led philosophers ~~a others to reject successively 

each of the lower-level conceptions as falling short of the ideal of 

'real' responsibility, and more importantly, to show that there comes 

a point beyond which to pursue this ideal - to adopt even stricter 

criteria of ascription - is to abandon the notion of moral responsibility 

altogether. 

(1) The first-level conception - that of Vicarious Responsibility -

is associated with the historical origins .. of many legal and ethioo-

religious views. It was prevalent in times when punishment 

as a matter of expiation for individual or collective 'sin'; 

was regarded 

and it 

survives both in certain doctrines of Christian theology and in limited 

areas of our present legal system, 

Basically, the notion is that guilty persons, individually or 
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collectively, may atone for their guilt by providing a substitute 'whose 

sufferings will placate the offended person or deity. Guilt, it is 

believed, must be wiped out by punishment but there is no reason why 

the victim should be one person rather than another. 

The notions of personal responsibility and moral agency, it 

seems, do not even arise at this level. For it appears that respons­

ibility for human wrongdoing may be borne not only by other persons 

but even by beasts. By way of illustration, consider the following 

passage from Leviticus (16:21,22): 'and Aaron shall lay both his hands 

upon the head of the live goat, and shall confess over him all the 

' iniquitAes of the children of Israel ••• and he shall put them upon the 

head of the goat ••• and the goat shall bear upon him all their iniquities 

unto a solitary land.' This crude conception of a substitutionary 

sacrifice or scapegoat to propitiate a wrathful God survives almost 

unaltered in the Christian doctrine of Christ's 'Vicarious Atonement' 

for the sins of mankind. 

Apparently the conception of vicarious responsibility survives 

also in certain oases in the law. Instances mentioned in Salmond's 

textbook on jurisprudence are: the responsibility of a master for the 

acts of his servants, and the liability of living representatives for the 

deeds of a deceased man. However, in both these kinds of case, we are 

told, the conception has undergone considerable change so as to bring it 

more into line with our present-day conceptions of the nature of personal 

responsibility and the pragmatic function, i,e. social utility, of 

punishment, 

What disturbs most of us about this first-level notion of moral 

responsibility is, on the one hand, that it is tied to the outmoded 

notions of 'sin' ~nd 'expiation•, and, on the other hand, that it is not 

a necessary condition of its applicability, but rather a sufficient 

condition of its non-applicability, that the person held responsible, 

in this sense of' the word, should be the person who caused the offence 

to happen. The second of' thes;, reasons is the more i!WJortant. ]'or it 

is not possible to reconcile the id~ of substitutionary responsibility 
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with our present conceptions of personal responsibility. Thus, we 

want to say, a person who is merely vicariously responsible for the 

acts of another is not really responsible for them at all, since they 

are not his acts. 

punished for them. 

And therefore, we conclude, he ought not to be 

(2) At the first level, then, to ask 'Who is responsible for this 

offence?' is more or less the same as to ask 'Yiho is to be punished 

for this offence?', and there is thought to be no reason why the proper 

subject of punishment should be the author of the offence rather than 

someone or something else. But at each of the higher levels, we regard 

a person as responsible for an offenoe only if he is the person to 

answer the question 'VIho did it?' or 'Who oaused it to happen?'. That 

is to say, it is common to all our higher-level conceptions of respons­

ibility that if a person is properly to be held responsible for a:n 

offence, he must be its author. 

What distinguishes the seoond level conception from each of those 

others, however, is that it is here regarded as not only a necessary, but 

also a suffi©ient condition of X' s responsibility that X, and not someone - -
or something else, caused l to happen - where ! is a person or thing and 

l is an offence of some sort. In other words, the seoond level concep-

tion of responsibility is defined by the use of a simple causal criterion 

of the form: '!is responsible for~ if, and only if, ! is the cause of 

if:' 

In legal terminology, oases in which persons are held responsible 

by this simple criterion, are referred to as cases of Strict or Absolute 

Liability. Such cases, however, are exceptions to the usual legal 

maxim: actus non f.aoit reum, nisi mens sit rea, For, as a rule, a man 

is held responsible in law, not for his actions per se, but only for 

such of his actions as are done with a 'guilty mind. • Thus, according 

to Salmond (Jurisprudence), the law usually needs to be satisfied on 

two points: (l) that an act has been done which, by reason of its 

harmful tendencies or results, is fit to be repressed by way of penal 

discipline: this is referred to as the 'material condition' of penal 
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liability or actus reus; and (2) that the so-called 'mental attitude' 

of the doer towards the deed was such as to render punishment effective 

as a deterrent for the future, and therefore just: this is referred 

to as the •formal condition• or mens rea. But there are oases in 

which the common law requirement of mens rea is disregarded and a 

person is held responsible for his acts per se, ~· it is regarded 

as a sufficient condition of responsibility that the person concerned 

should have oc~nitted an actus reus. This is not to say that there 

are cases where the further issue of 'intention-or-accident?' ~ not 

be raised, but only that there are cases where, as a matter of fact, 

it is not raised. 

Consider some examples. We have already seen that there is a 

~in which Mr. Jones - in our illustrative dialogue - m~y quite 

properly hold his son responsible for spilling the ink: it is the sense 

in which to say that he is responsible for it is the same as to say that 

he, and not someone else, did it. And most of us are familiar enough 

with suoh instances in everyday life. But among the peoples of primitive 

societies, it appears, this was the standard ~Y of settling questions 

of responsibility. For them, according to Hobhouse in his 1i!orals in 

Evolution (84), 'the whole distinction between design and accident is 

by no means so clear ••• as it is to us. • Thus Kenny, in his Outlines 

of Criminal Law, reports that they attached paramount importance to the 

'deed', and that a man was therefore held strictly accountable for any 

harmful result traced to his active conduct. Sometimes, too, this 

simple causal criterion has been applied without any discrimination 

between the ~ of causes, or causal agents, to which responsibility 

might be attributed. Thus the notion of strict responsibility, as I 

have defined it, admits of application not only to the causal agency of 

men, but also to the behaviour of animals and even inanimate objects. 

For instance, Plato, in his ~' provides for the trial of animals or 

inanimate things and for their death or banishment if found guilty. 

Again, Gomperz tells us, in his Greek Thinkers (I, 446), that Pericles 

and Protagoras debated through a whole day as to whether, in a certain 

accident, a man or a spear was the bearer of the guilt of bloodshed. 

There are, it seems, good philosophical precedents for the child who 
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seeks to excuse himself by claiming: •I didn't do it: the stick did.• 

Now it might be objected that the above examples merely reflect 

a primitive, pre-moral conception of responsibility. A person, it may 

be saiu, is not morally responsible for his acts unless he does them 

voluntarily; hence strict liability cannot be oonsiderei a form - even 

a low-level form - of moral responsibility. 

But this objection is easily 

both in legal and - more impori&"ltly 

answerei, Por there are oases 

- in moral contexts when we do in 

fact hold a person strictly responsible for his acts per se, ~· 

independently of whether or not he did them intentionally or negligently 

(the two forms of mens rea). In certain statutory offences, for 

instance, a person is held responsible for his acts Yathout importing 

the common law requirement of mens rea. Here the defence of accident 

or mistake of fact is not admissible, and the actus reus, the committing 

of the forbidden act, is regarded as itself constituting the sufficient 

condition of liability, Even more significant, though, is the fact 

that mistake of law or ignorance of right and wrong are never accepted 

as an excuse, In legal contexts tr..is is &ometimes put by saying that 

there is an absolute and irrebuttable presumption that everyone knows 

the law, And a similar kind of presumption operates in moral contexts 

also, It is no excuse for a man who has stolen someone else's goods to 

s~y that he sees nothing ;vrong <vith such conduct. He has~ wrong: 

that he did not dil it with wrongful intent is beside the point, 

There are, I have tried to show, a good many instances to which 

the second-level conception of moral responsibility is in fact applied 

- instances, that is, where it is regarded as both the necessary and the 

sufficient condition of a person's moral responsibility for an offence 

that he caused it to happen. But it would be wrong to suppose that this 

constitutes an adequate analysis of what it means, in all instances, to 

say that someone is morally responsible. For there are higher..;level 

conceptions of moral responsibility where the simple causal criterion 

of' 'Who did it?' is by no means sufficient, even although it is necessary. 

Professor C,A, Baylis, it seems, overlooked this when he v~rote: 'When 
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we ask what was responsible for an accident we are asking for the cause 

of that accident, To say there is no cause is to say nothing ;vas 

responsible ••• What is responsible for any occurrence, including 

human choice, is the cause of that occurrence.• ('Rational Preference, 

Determinism, anif Moral Obligation.' JP, 1950, 63). His mistake, here, 

is the typical philosopher's mistake of supposing that one kind of use 

of an expression is its only or proper kind of use: he inflates the 

second-level criterion of moral responsibility into a definition of 

moral responsibility per se, 

Although, therefore, the second-level criterion has a legitimate 

area of application, it is not adeg_uate to account for every instance in 

which we ascribe moral responsibility to someone, 

he occasions when it is in fact applie(i but we feel 

Besides, there may 

that it should not, 

i.e, occasions when someone is held strictly liable for what he does 

~hile it seems to us that he is not really culpable at all. For 

instance, JUnior caused the ink-stains on the carpet, and so, in his 

But could Junior help 

And if it was just an 

father's view, 

what he did? 

is strictly liable for them. 

Or was it just an accident? 

accident, invhat sense can it he said that it is 'his' act at all? 

Is a mere bodily movement, say, an inadvertent motion of the hand, to 

count as a genuine 'action'? To ask questions like these is to 

express one's discontent ·with the criterion of the second-level 

conception of moral responsibility. It is to take the first step 

towards a higher level conception according to whose expanded criteria 

the mere committing of a actus reus is no longer considered to be a 

sufficient condition but a necessary condition only of a person's 

moral responsibility. 

(3) At the third level, then, we want to admit the distinction 

between accident and design, between inadvertent and advertent action, 

It is still a necessary condition of a person's moral responsibility 

that he should have committed the act, hut it is also required that 

the act should be 'his' act in a fuller sense of the word, i,e. in the 

sense that he intended it or could have avoided doing it with care. 

That is to say, the actus reus and the so-called 'mental element' or 
meus rea are the necessary conditions for the ascription of moral 
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responsibility: and at this level - though not at higher levels -

these are also the jointly sufficient conditions for its ascription. 

It is important to understand the significance of the differences 

between the second-level and third-level conce0,tions. .As we expand 

our criteria of moral responsibility by the introduction of stricter 

requirements for its ascription, the area of its applicability contracts 

correspondingly. Persons who, by the second-level criteria, are 

describable as responsible for their acts, may, by the third-level 

criteria, be excused for them. And the correlative notions of 'aot' 

and tagenoy' here undergo similar alteration .. For, at the third level 

we hesitate to say that an offence for which a person is merely the 

accidental cause - one which he did not commit deliberately - is really 

his tact' or th~t he is recllly a moral 'agent' in such a case. Some 

of these differences are. clearly brought out by FoH• Bradley in his 

essay 'The Vulgar Notion of Responsibility in 

of Pree Will and Necessity' (Ethical studies, 

Connexion with the Theories 

I). On investigation of 

what the vulgar mean when they talk of an 'act' or of 'heing responsible', 

he claims, ' ••• we should find a sterner and a softer view. One section 

would emphasise the act, the other the (actual or possible) intention. 

The one sees crime committed, and is prone to neglect the mind of the 

doer; while the other is always ready to narrow the field of criminality, 

to see incapacity rather than guilt, and to m~ke absence of crime in the 

intent carry its quality into the act.' ( 9). Plainly, F .H. Bradley's 

'softer' and 'sterner' views correspond to my 'second-level' and 'third­

level' conceptions of moral responsibility respectively; but he sees 

this distinction as exhausting the 'vulgar notion of responsibility' 

whereas I do not. 

We may now provisionally define this 'sterner' or third-level 

conception by the use of the criterion: '! is morally responsible for 

l if, and only if, ! caused l to happen and did so intentionally or 

negligently' (where intention and negligence are the two forms of' the 

so-called 'mental element' or mens rea). In other words, the material 

condition of aotus reus (a physical act) and the formal condition of 
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mens rea (mental element) are both necessary, and jointly sufficient, 

for the ascription of third-level moral responsibility. 

But what does it mean, here, to speak of the 'mental element'? 

It is not necessary, for my present purposes, to conduct a detailed 

investigation of the concepts of intention and negligence, to ask 

whether the criteria for their use are public or private, or whether, 

in calling an act •voluntary', we are referring to the presence of some 

special quality attaching to the act, It is sufficient to say tP~t my 

own view is that, irrespective of what, say, 'intention', really means, 

it is an empirical fact that we can learn its proper use, initially at 

any rate, only by learning its public criteria, With certain 

important reservations, then, I am in agreement with Professor H.L.A, 

Hart when he claims: ' •• what is meant by the mental element in criminal 

liability (mens rea) is only to be understood by considering certain 

defences ·or exceptions, such as Mistake of Fact, Accident, Coercion, 

Duress, Provocation, Insanity, Infancy... The fact that these are 

admitted as defences or exceptions constitut~s the cash value of the 

maxim "actus non est reus nisi mens sit rea".' ('The Ascription of 

Responsibility and Rights', LL I, 152-3). 

Where I disagree with Hart, however, is over his supposition 

that each of these defences has the same sort of status vis-a-vis the 

notion of mens rea, \Vhat he overlooks, it seems to me, is that there 

are certain defences, viz. Accident and Coercion, on the one hand, and 

Incapacity and Incapacitation, on the other hand, which, if substantiated, 

ne2·ate the 'mental element' in its forms of intention and negligence 

respectively, whereas the successful pleading of the other defences 

mentioned in his list does not negate the mens rea but merely demonstrates 

the insufficiency of the third level criteria for the purpose of 

ascribing responsibility in these cases, Thus, for instance, if a 

man can truthfully say: 'I did it accidentally', then he has success­

fully shown that a necessary condition of moral responsibility at this 

level, viz. mens rea in its relevant form of intention, has not been 

fulfilled, And similarly with the defence of Incapacity (congenital 



or acquired) against the other form of mens rea, i.e. negligence. 

But to say: 'I did it under duress, provocation, etc.', is not to 

deny that the deed was done intentionally, but rather to maJ<e the 

different point that, in such circumstances, the presence of this 

form of mens rea together vdth the actus reus, is not to count as 

establishing moral responsibility. As Glanville Williams points 

,li,:' fJ ("'' 
"-~ /' 

out, in his Criminal Law (Oh.l8), Duress is accepted as a general 

defence in crime but it is not inconsistent with what he calls 'act' 

and 'will'. In short, defences such as Duress, Provocation, Insanity, 

Infancy, Necessity, and Self-Defence, belong to a higher-level 

conception of moral responsibilit:' where the actus reus and mens rea, 

though both necessary, are not jointly sufficient conditions of its 

proper ascription, 

Hart's mistake here, I suspect, derives from his more general 

mista.ke of supposing that the language of necessary and sufficient 

conditions - which I have been employing - is inapplicable to such 

'defeasible' concepts as these cf contract, responsibility, eto. 

Certainly, no unique non-disjunctive set of necessary and aufficient 

conditions, or criteria, can be given for all instances of the 

application of the concept of moral responsibility; but this is 

only because this concept is, as we have seen, systematically ambiguous, 

It does mean that we cannot use the language of necessary and sufficient 

conditions in describing how, i.e. under what conditions, we employ 

each of the different-level conceptions of moral responsibility. Hart 

claims: ' ••• usually the request for a definition of a legal concept­

ttW'nat is trespass? n, flV'{hat is contract? 11 - cannot be answered by the 

provision of a verbal rule for the translation of a legal expression 

into other terms or one specifying a set of necessary and sufficient 

conditions' (14.7); and he gives as his reason: 'Ji'or any set of 

conditions may be adequate in some cases but not in others 1 (148). 

Iiut his argument is invalid and his conclusion false unless by the 

expression 'a set of necessar:1 and sufficient conditions' he means 'a 

non-disjunctive set of necessary and sufficient conditions.' It is 

at least a serious omission not to point out that a definition-request 

like 'What is moral responsibility? 1 (and, fer that matter, a.YJy similar 
reouest for the definition of a systematically ambiguous expression) 
' ~ 



'~ 0' 
JL 

can be answered - as I am trying to answer it - by the provision of a 

verbal rule specifying a disjunction of necessary and sufficient 

conditions. 

It <illl help us to understand better what are the precise 

criteria for the third-level conception of moral responsibility, if 

we ask what defences it admits. In the first place, there are two 

defences which are also admissible against the second-level ascription 

of Strict Liability. They operate against the element of actus reus 

which is both the necessary and sufficient condition of this conception 

of responsibility. These are, on the one hand, the defence that there 

was in fact no actus, :!::.:.!::• overt act -mere intents, it is said, are 

innocent - and, on the other hand, the defence that the ~ was not 

~' :!::.:.!::• forbidden - ~· the defence of damnum sine injuria. 

Clearly, since the element of actus reus is also a necessary condition 

of third-level responsibility, both these defences are arunissible here 

too. But there are other defences which are admissible only at the 

third and successive levels since they concern the element of mens rea 

and its two forms - intent and negligence, ~these are, on the one 

hand, the defences of Accident and Coercion, B..'ld, ou the other hand, 

the defences of Incapacity (congenital or acquired) and Incapacitation 

(e.g. the influence of drugs). Thus, it is admitted as a general 

defence against the 'menial element' if the person accused can truth­

fully say, in the words of Salmond: 'The harm which I have done is not 

the outcome of any desire of mine to do it; neither does it proceed 

from any carelessness or indifference as to nzy aots and the results of 

them; I did not mean it, neither could I have avoided it with care.• 

In other words, we may say that the third-level conception of moral 

responsibility is defined by the use of the expanded disjunctive 

criterion: ·~is morally responsible for l if, and only if, ! caused 

l to happen but did not do so by accident or due to coercion, incapacity, 

or incapacitation.' 

It is beth interesting and significant that this third-level 

conception, with its demand that the act be not only done but done 

intentionally, ~., is reflected in the definitions of' moral responsibility 
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given by two philosophers- J, Hartnaok and R,E, Hobart. Thus, 

Hartnaok, in his article 'Freewill and Decision' (Mind, 1953), holds 

that a man is responsible for the acts he has decided to do or 

decided not to do, and acts which he did not decide to do if by decision 

he could have acted otherwise, And again, R,E. Hobart, in his 

important article 'Freewill as" Involving Determination and Inconceivable 

Vfithout It' (Mind, 1934), writes: 'a man is responsible when he is the 

person to respond to the question why the act was performed. This 

is what he must answer: he is answerable for the act, It is the 

subject of which he must give account: he is accountable for the act, 

The act proceeded from him, He is to sa: whether it proceeded 

consciously.' (Compare Ntiss Anscombe's Intentiont, where it is 

argued that to say an act is intentional is to say that a special sort 

of 'Vfhy?'-questicn is applicable to it,) 

Now there are undoubtedly many instances of the application of 

the expression 'morally responsible' which accord with these definitions 

- instances, that is, where its use is governed by the t:h±rd-level 

criteria elucidated above. Thus, to be able to plead successfully 

the defence of, say, Accident, is to be able to say truthfully 'I did 

it, but I couldn't help doing it' -in the corresponding third-level 

sense of 'couldn't help it' -and this, as a rule, exculpates, But 

there are other instances where these third-level criteria are thought 

to be insufficient. Perhaps a man is unable to plead either Accident 

or Coercion - he intended to do what he did and, hence, by third-level 

criteria 'could have done otherwise', -and yet we may still feel that 

he is net really culpable, that he could not reall" help it, and so 

ought not to be held morally responsible, In short, there are oases 

which the third-level criteria admit as instances of culpable action 

but which we feel ought to be excluded, 

Consider, for instanoe, the classical Mignonette case of 1884 

as it is reported in Roscoe 1 s Criminal Evidence: 'Dudley and Stephens, 

~YJother seaman (not indicted), and the deceased, a boy about seventeen, 

were ~~ecked on the r~gh seas, and compelled to put into an open boat, 
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in which they drifted for twenty ciays. On the twentieth day, when 

they had all been many days without food or drink, and the boy 

especially was in extri!llllis, Dudley with the consent of Stephens (but 

not of the third man), killed the boy, and all J.ived on his flesh 

for four days. It was highly probable that otherwise they would all 

have died of starvation very soon.' Now, certainly Dudley and 

Stephens were, in at least one sense, responsible for the boy's death: 

not only did they cause the boy to die, but it was also, without doubt, 

a 'wilful' or intentional act. It was no accident, nor was either 

of them subject to coercion by anyone else. And yet some of us may 

feel that, because of other factors - ~· the dire necessity of their 

ciroumstanoes - they should not be counted 'really' or 'fully' 

responsible, That is to say, we wish to admit a further kind of 

defence such that even if a person both did the deed and did it 

intentionally, we will still not have to hold him morally culpable or, 

at any rate, not fully culpable. The defence in this particular case 

is that of Necessity or ·ius necessitatis. This is not to say that we 

must always admit defences of this kind; for some people will say 

•'rhey ought to have had more strength of character' and so insist on 

abiding by the third-level criteria of responsibility: it is only to 

say that we often do admit them. 

Or consider, again, the oase of an accused kleptomaniac. 

No-one doubts for a moment that he intended to steal the goods, that 

his doing so was neither accidental nor due to someone else's coercion; 

and yet most of us would agree with the counsel for the defence when 

he argues that his client 'couldn't really help himself' and ought not, 

therefore, to be held penally responsible. Corrective treatment -

perhaps - but not blame or punishment, is here in order. 

It is clear that the third-level notion and its criteria must 

be supplemented, i.e. expanded, if we are to take account of oases like 

these. 

(4) The fourth-level criteria, then, inolude those of the preceding 

levels. In particular, the conditions which define the third-level 
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notion are still necessary: but they are not still sufficient. For 

although we demand that there be an actus reus which is, say, an 

intentional one (or, as some would have it, 'accompanied by' intent), 

there are other conditions, too, which are also necessary and which, 

jointly with those of the third level, are held sufficient to establish 

moral culpability. 

Wbat are these further conditions? They consist in the various 

kinds of circumstances whose presence is held to warrant entering pleas 

of defence or mitigation such as Mistake of F'act, Duress, Provocation, 

Self-Defence, Necessity, Infancy, Involuntary Intoxication, &."ld Insanity. 

That is to say, the absence of each of these defences is a necessary 

condition of moral responsibility at the fourth level; while if' all 

these, and other similar, defences are absent, ~ the third-level 

conditions of actus reus and intent-or-negligence (absence of accident 

and coercion or absence of incapacity and incapacitation) are present, 

there is said to be no excuse, i.e. the person concerned is held to be 

morally responsible. 

Thus we may say that the fourth level conception of moral 

responsibility is defined by the use of the criterion: is morally 

responsible for z if, ~~d only if, ! caused z to happen and did so 

either intentionally or negligently and in the absence of such cirotllll­

stances as would establish either Mistake of l''act, Duress, Provocation, 

Self-Defence, Necessity, Infancy, Involuntary Intoxication, Insanity, 

or •••• etc.• (Where y_ is, as before, a forbidden act; 'intention' and 

tnegligence 1 are eq_uivalent to the absence of accident-or-coercion 

and incapacity-or-incapacitation respectively; and the list of defences 

does not include all circumstances - more especially, all causes -

whatever), 

Exactly what are the sets of circumstances which are thought to 

warrant the tmccessful pleading of each of these defences need not here 

concern us o It is sufficient to say that they consist, roughly speaking, 

in circumstances which exert certain ~ of causal influence on the 

person acting by way of 1 compulsion' (e.g. Duress, Provocation, Necessity) 

and/or by way of 'impediment' (~. Infancy, and certain forms of Insa.'1ity). 
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(Some of these defences, e.g. Insanity, admit both factors which 

'compel', ~- kleptom<:kvtia, and factors which 'impede', e.,g. imbecility.) 

It is these circumstances, the presence of any of vvhich constitutes 

grounds for the excuse 'I couldn't really help it 1 , to which Soft 

Determinists refer by the term 'constraint 1 when they say that a 

necessary condition of moral freedom and moral responsibility is the. 

absence of' constraint i,e. the absence of circumstances or causes 

which constrain, Hence, to say that the list of' defences admissible 

at this level does not include all circumstances whatever, is the same 

as to say that not all causes 'constrain 1 - at least in the sense of the 

word which is relevant to the establisl>.:ing of moral culpability at 

this level. The qualification in the previous sentence is important. 

F'or I do not suppose that there is any ~ sense of 1 constrain' which 

is uniformly the same in all contexts of its use: rather, it should 

be clear that this word displays the same sort of systematic am'oiguity 

as the correlative expressions •could have done otherwise' and •was 

free to do otherwise. • Like them, it admits of heing used in different 

ways corresponding to the higher levels in the expansion of the concept 

of moral responsibility. 1'hus, I do net deny that it ~ be used in 

such a wa;y as tc make it a necessary truth that not just some but all 

causes constrain: indeed, we s.hl.ll see that this is its use at the 

fifth level, But not only does this extended use 'blunt the tool of 

la~;::suaget, as it were, by depriving us of the means of making a useful 

and important distinction; it also leads to consequences - for the 

applicability of its correlative expressions 'could have done otherwise• 

and 'morally responsible' - which I believe, and will soon ftrgue, to 

be disastrous. 

Now I have said that the fourth-level criteria include those of 

the third level; ~· that the third-lev:el conditions of moral culpab­

ility are still necessary although not aJlY longer sufficient. And from 

this it follows that the absence of' these further conditions - the 

above-mentioned distinctively fourth-leval defences - does not deny or 

negate mens rea in its forms of intention and negligence, but shows only 
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that even although there is mens rea, the person ought nevertheless to 

be excused, But Hart, as we have seen, tends to equate mens rea 

with the absences of all the defences admissible at the fourth level; 

i.e, not only Accident and Coercion (defences against 'intent') and 

Incapacity and Incapacitation (defences against 'ne~!ligenoe' ), but the 

defences of :Mistake of It1act, Duress, FJ..-.ovocation, ..... etc .. , as well. 

The dispute here between us reflects the f'act that the term 'mens rea' 

has no single 'correct' use. Perhaps its most oo~~on use is that in 

which it is said that the 'mental element 1 or mens rea has two distinct 

forrns, viz. intention and negligence- or, as I have put it, the 

absence of accident and coercion, and the absence of incapacity and 

incapaci tationo This, at aily rate, is how it is defined in those 

textbooks on jurisprudence which I have read, ~· those by Salmond, 

Glanville Williams, Kenny. It is, then, in this sense of' the term 

that I have argued that the presence of any of the distinctively 

fourth-level defences does not deny or negate mens rea, as we 

have seen, there is no inconsistency in say:lng 'I did it, and did it 

intentionally - neither by accident ncr as a result of' coercion - and 

yet I couldn •t doing it - I was provoked beyond endurance, under 

severe dt1ress ..... etc. 1 Such defences have the effect, rather, of 

showing that even although mens rea, in this sense, has been established 

or is not denied, nevertheless the claim or accusation should not 

succeed,. Dut the term is sometimes used also, in Hart's manner, as 

a compendious way of referring to the absence of anv defences - other 

than those which deny the e1ement of' actus reus -whose effect is 'either 

to defeat the claim or accusation altogether, or to "reduce" it sot hat 

only a weaker claim can be sustained.' (l/&.8)o In this sense of' the 

term, the presence of' any of not only the third but also the fourth-

level defences is held. to negate mens rea or reduce it a Plainly, there 
is nothing grammatically 'wrong 1 or 'improper' vrith this expanded use 

of the term. But it does have the philosophical d ef'eot s, as I see 

it, of neglecting an important distinction and being seriousl:c misleading, 

It is misleading because it implies that a man cannot properly say 'I 

did the act intentionally but under duress (provocation, while insane, 

into:xi.cated. =.etc.)' And it therefore neglects the distinction I have 

drawn between the third-level and fourth-level conceptions, ~· 
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between those uses of the expression •morally responsible' for which it 

is regarded as sufficient that the person accused should have done the 

deed 'wilfully' or 'voluntarily', et9_., and those other uses - generally 

reflecting a more enlightened viewpoint - where we wish to admit 

further defences which, though not inconsistent with 'intentional act', 

are exculpatory nonetheless, 

It need scarcely be pointed out that my account of the fourth 

and preceding levels of the conception of moral responsibility is far 

from complete, Thus the list of legally and morally acceptable 

defences I have given does not purport to be exhaustive; nor do I 

suppose that what I have said, in a general kind of way, about those 

that have been treated su.ffioes to make the precise manner of thej.r 

application to particular cases easy of. determinationo For my purpose, 

after all, is not to v~ite a treatise on jurisprudence or a hand-book 

on 'How to asses Moral Responsibility', but rather to show, by an 

analysis of the conditions for the several main uses of the e~oression 

'morally responsible•, that there is no inconsistency involved in 

saying of someone both that be is a member of a world completely 

subject to Gau.sal Determinism and yet, at the srune time, is morally 

responsible for his conduct. 

This I now claim to have done. For, as we have seen, each 

of the four levels in the e:;:pansion of the concept of moral responsib­

ility, so far treated, is geared to criteria which have nothing to do 

with cau.ses as su.ch bot with those causes only which, in the sense just 

described, 'constrain'. It follows that the premise on which the 

Libertarian 'oases his case for saying that Causal Determinism and 

moral responsibility are logically inconsistent, is as a matter of 

fact false: that is to sa-y, it is false that the expression 'both 

causally determined and morally responsible' is not permitted a 

descr:i.ptive use in the English language. So long as we are using 

words in their u.sual senses (determined by the disjunction of the above­

mentioned sets of criteria), i.e, u.nless these words are given special 
definitions (such as those at the fifth-level, yet to be described), it 



iP) 
is a contingent question whether a person who is causally determined 

in respect of' certain aspects of his conduct, is or is not also 

morally responsible for it. };'rem the fact alone that a person is 

wholly the product of causal factors in, say, his heredity and 

environment, we can infer nothing about whether or not in given 

circumstances he could have done otherwise or is a fit subject for 

moral condemnation - we need also to know what these circumstances 

were, what sorts of causes determined him to act as he did, whether, 

for instance, he was then the victim of some sort of 'psychological' 

compulsion or impediment or whether circumstances were •toe much for 

him': in short, we need to apply the sorts of criteria I have out­

lined. Most civilised people, I believe, would ordinarily apply the 

criteria of the fourth level, or would at least do their best to apply 

them~ Ana~ if, having applied them, they decide that a person is 

morally responsible for his acts, they are in no way logically obliged 

to alter their verdict if they are then told that the person concerned 

is what he is and does what he does because of causal factors in the 

past. Or, if they do alter their verdict this is only because they 

have altered their criteria also. 

Now the conclusion I have reached so far, viz, that Causal 

Determinism and moral responsibility (as it is usuall'i understood) 

are logically consistent, taken together with the belief that Causal 

Determinism is true, or probable' true, constitutes what I have earlier 

described as the position of Soft Determinism, Most Soft Determinists 

have, as a matter of fact, given accounts of moral responsibility which 

accord roughly with my 'fourth-level' conception. Ayer, for instance, 

attempts to do justice to the corresponding notions of •acted freely' 

and 'could have done otherwise', whose applicability is a necessary 

condition for the ascription of moral responsibility, when he writes: 

'·• .to say that I could have acted otherwise is to say, first, that I 

should have acted otherwise if I had so chosen; secondly, that my 

action was voluntary in the sense in which the actions say of a 

.kleptomaniac are not; and thirdly, that nobody compelled me to choose 

as I did: and these three conditions may 'il!ery well be fulfilled. 



When they are fulfilled, I may be said to have acted freely,' 

( •Freedom and Necessity•, Polemic 5, 1946). But it is clear that 

any one of' the lower-level sets oi' criteria also would suffice to 

warrant the conclusion that the corresponding conception of moral 

responsibility is consistent with Causal Determinism; although it 

might reasonably bp objected tt>~t such lower-level conceptions are 

not morally adequate, 

jC 

Some Soft Determinists, however, have given a seemingly different 

though in fact supplementary analysis of what it means to say that 

someone is morally responsible, Schlick, for instance, (Problems of 

Ethics, Gh. VII, § v) claims that our aim in imputing responsibility to 

someone is to punish and (less often) to reward him, and concludes from 

this that the q_ uestion regarding moral responsibility is the same as 

the question: 'tVho, in a given case, is to be punished? t or ''Vh'1o is to 

be considered the wrongdoer?'. Similar views are expressed by Chambers 

('Moral F'reedom and Artistic Creativity', Ethics, 1931-2), lvioGilvary 

('Freedom and Necessity in Human Affairs •, Ethics, 1935), Ebersole 

( 'l''ree Choice and Demands of Morals 1 , l~ind, 19)2), Baylis ( •Rational 

Preference, Determinism, and Moral Obligation', JP, 1950), and Weihofen 

(Insanitv as a Defence in Criminal Law, 436), just to take a few 

CY"l.mples, Again, Berlin mentions, in order to reject, the 'doctrine 

that free will is tantamount to capacity for being (causally) affected 

by praise, blame, persuasion, education, 

26, fn.l). 

(Historical Inevitability, 

Now there is undoubtedl:r much to be said for this view. For 

we have seen that the criteria for each of the four levels of the 

conception of moral responsibility are closely connected with questions 

of punishability, or questions of the effieacy cf moral judgements, 

J\!Toreover, each stage in the development of our notions of moral respons­

ibility is accompanied by a corresponding development in our appreciation 

of the sorts of circumstances in which holding people responsible a~d 

subjecting them to blame or punishment is 'fitting' or 'appropriatet, 

effective. Thus, the first-level notion of Vicarious Liability 

goes hand in hand with the most primitive conception of punishment, 
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~o as expiative or retributive, while the hi;sher-level notions are 

usually associated with mere liberal ideas of deterrence and reform, 

and broad considerations of the social utility of responsibility­

ascriptions. 

The danger is that this sort of' analysis of' the conditions 

of moral responsibility, by itself, oversimplifies the situation. 

Schlick's first question - 'Who is to be punished?' - for instance, 

taken as it stands, corresponds to the criterion for our first-level 

conception of Yicarious Responsibility, while his second question -

'Who is to be considered the wrongdoer?' - corresponds to the second-

level conception of Strict Responsibility. As he states it, then, 

the equation 'Responsibility = Punishability' is open to the objection 

that he is operating with a very primitive ('low-level') conception 

of moral responsibility - one, indeed, which most of us would regard 

as not at all adequate to our present-day moral conceptions, At 

all events, Schlick's way of putting it provoked Campbell, in 

'Is J!'ree Will a Pseudo-Problem?' (~, 1951), to reply that if 

questions of moral responsibility are linked with questions of punish­

ment in this kdnd of way, we should have to hold animals morally 

responsible, which is obviously absurd. "~d indeed it is - by our 

more enlightened ('higher-level') standards of what it is to be a 

fit subject of moral condemnation. 

But the view need not be stated as crudely as this, It is 

expressed in much sounder form by Sidney Hook ('Necessity, Indeterminism, 

and Sentimentalism', QE, 176): 'If we make a list of the circumstances 

behind actions for which we hold individuals responsible and those for 

which we do not, we shall find that as a rule the first class consists 

of those in which evidence exists that praise and reward, blame and 

punishment, tend 

and/or tempted.' 

to influence the future conduct of those involved 

But this, he says, is not the whole story. In 

order to answer Campbell's objections we need to recognise further 

that: 'in addition to susceptibility to reward and punishment, we 

attribute responsibility where there is a tendency to respond to valid 

reasons, to behave rationally, to respond to human emotions in a human 
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way .. ' We may put it more simply in the words of McGilvary who writes: 

'Responsibility presupposes responsiveness to being held responsible. 1 

So far, in our examination of the first four levels in the 

expansion of the concept of moral responsibility, we have seen that 

the move to each higher-level notion is brought about by the recognition 

of more and more head.s of exception , defences, and excusing conditions. 

Now it seems fair to say that this trend is due to an increase in cur 

knowledge of the operations of two kinds of causal factors: (l) those 

which, in the sense explained above exercise 'constraint' over human 

behaviour, i.e. those in the presence of which it can properly be said 

by a person that he could not really have done otherwise; and (2) 

those broadly educative measures, including praise and blame, reward 

and punishment, by which we tr:1 to mould human character and. influence 

human conduct. That is to say, as we get to know more about human 

nature and the causal influences to which it is subject, we come to 

see both that there are ~~y sorts of circumstances, previously unrec­

ognised as such, in which we do as we do because we are subject to 

some kind of compulsion or impediment, and that the area of human 

conduct which is amenable to causal determination by moral reproval, 

threats, and punishments, is therefore proportionately narrowero 

Where the kL~ds of causal determinants which we call constraints are 

effective, the causal determinants of praise and blame~ etc., are 

ineff'ective" In brief, our increasing kno~r~'ledge of these special 

kinds of cause-and-effect connexions leads, on the one hand, to the 

expansion of our criteria for the use of the e:x:pression 'morally 

responsible 1 (by the admission of further defences), and, on the other 

hand, to the contraction of the area of the expression's applicability. 

Now, some philosophers, overlooY~ng or disregarding these 'fine' 

distinctions between kinds of causes, argue that it is the discovery 

of oauses as such which leads to the diminishing area of moral respons­

ibility, and that if, therefore, we were to discover that all cur acts 

were determined causes, we should have no alternative other than 

to conclude that no-one is 

he does. But they differ 

ever really morall;' responsible for what 
as to whether such a discovery is possible 
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of achievement. Thus some of them - the Hard Determinists - believing 

Causal Determinism to be true, argue that moral res9onsibility is an 

i1lusion, a measure only of our ignorance of causes; while others -

the Libertarians - believing that we are in fact morally responsible 

for many of the things that we do, argue that Causal Determinism must 

be false. 

Consider, by way of example, the following two passages. 

The Hard Determinist argument is admirably stated by Hampshire when 

he describes what he calls the 'metaphysical determinist' position of 

Spinoza thus: 'As we ;;;regressively acquire more and more scientific 

knowledge of the behaviour and reactions of human beings, more and 

more of their actions are sho-wn to be deducible from laws of nature; 

this is a mere tautology, sj.noe by "scientific" knowledge we simply 

mean the explanation of events as deducible from laws of nature. If 

a human action is shovm to be deducible from a law of nature, that is, 

exhibited as the effect of a cause, there is at least one sense in 

which we must say that the agent could not in this case have done 

otherwise, or that no alternative action was possible; and if no 

alternative action was in this sense possible for him, it seems unreas­

onable to allow a sense to saying that he could have acted otherwise 

if he had chosen. Therefore, as our psychological and physiological 

knowledge of human actions and reactions increases, the range of 

human actions of which we can reasonably sa:l "an alternative action 

was possible", or "he could have acted otherwise If, necessarily 

diminishes; tbis seems to amount to saying that any statement of the 

kind "an alternative action was possible", or "he could have acted 

otherwise", is necessarily a sign of the incompleteness of our 

scientific knowledge, or an expression of our present state of 

ignorance~' (Spinoza, 150-l)u On the other hand, Libertarians 

argue in the manner of Berlin who writes: 'Unless we attach some 

meaning to the notion of free acts, i.e. acts not wholly determined 

by antecedent events or by the nature and "dispositional characteristics" 

of either persons or things, it is difficult to see how we come to 
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distinguish acts to which responsibility is attached from mere segments 

in a physical, or psychical, or psycho-physical causal chain of events 

If the determinist hypothesi;! were true and adequately accounted 

for the actual world, there is a clear sense in which (despite all the 

extraordinary casuistry wh1.oh has been employed to avoid this 

conclusion) the notion of human responsibility, as ordinarily under­

stood, would no longer apply to any actual, but only to imaginary or 

conceivable, states of affairs. 1 (Historical Inevitability, 32). 

\?"nere beth Hard Determinists and Libertarians agree is in 

their supposition that the list of admissible defences against an 

accusation or imputation of moral liability should be expanded to 

include not only those causal factors which constrain, but all causes 

whatever. They differ only as to whether the necessary condition 

of moral responsibility - the absence of complete determination by 

causes - is in fact ever satisfied.. 

Now I have already, in previous chapters, drawn attention to 

the main confusions and consequent fallacies that lead to this higher, 

or- as I have called it - 'fifth-level' conception 'philosophical •, 

of what it is to be morally responsible. 

to see in the above arguments. 

Several of these are plain 

I will now argue, briefly, that the oonaequences of adopting 

this fifth-level conception and its associated criteria are disastrous 

for anyone who wishes the concept to have any point of application 

whatever. 

(5) The fifth-level conception of moral responsibility is defined 

by the disjunction between two contra-causal criteria. These have 

already been roughly stated in Chapter Three: they must now be stated 

more preciselye 

Contra-causal criterion (1) regards the absence of causal 

determination as not only a necessary condition but a sufficient 

condition also of moral responsibility. It can be stated thus: 

is morally responsible for ::z. if, and only if', 2£ caused :z. to happen, 

but in doing so was not himself' completely subject to causal 

determination.' 
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The second holds the absence of causal determination to be 

only a necessary and not a sufficient condition of moral responsibility. 

In order to be morally responsible for whst he does a man must also be 

Self-determining, i.e. what he is must be the product neither of -- -
causes nor of mere chance but rather of his own self-determination. 

Contra-causal criterion (2) can therefore be stated: is morally 

respcnsjJJle for il if, and only 

so was both free from complete 

if, ~caused il to happen, but in doing 

oausal determination and Self-determin-

ing .. ' 

Let us now examine each of these criteria in turn. We shall 

see that these accounts of what it is to be morally responsible for 

something are 'i!ll9roper' not so much because they involve a departure 

from our ordinary criteria for ascribing moral responsibility as 

because of their fatal consequences for the applicability of this 

concept. 

The view that it is both a necessary and sufficient condition 

of a man's moral responsibility for something that he is, when he acts, 

contra-causally free (in the sense of contra-causal criterion (l)), 

seems to me to suffer from the follo>ving defects: 

(a) It does not permit discrimination between various degrees of moral 

responsibilityo In this respect both contra-causal criteria resemble 

the low-level simple causal criterion according to which ! is respons-

ible for ;L, if, and only :if, ! caused z to happen, For the notion of 

causation does not admit of degrees. If, then, the concept of moral 

responsibility is defined, either positively or negatively, in terms of 

it, no sense can be given to our ordinary talk about 'mitigating 

circumstances' and the like. Thus, at the fourth-level of the concept, 

certain defences are adrnitted which, if successful, do not exculpate 

completely but only 'reduce' the seriousness of the offencee :Wor 

instance, in the lf.it;nonette case, described before, the defence of jus 

necessitatis_ was held admissible and the accused, though held guilty, 

had their sentences commuteo. to six months' imprisonment. il_gain, the 

claim that a person committed homicide while in a blind fury may 

'reduce' the charge against him from that of murder to that of' man-



slaughter. As Salmond puts it, such defences are relevant to the 

'measure' rather than the existence of liability, And it is easy 

to see why. :B'or these defences are simply measures of the degrees 

of' constraint that are thought to be present in an:y given case. 

Although the concept of' causation as such does not admit of degrees, 

the concept of constraint - a certain kind of causation - which is 

here involved, does; and it is according to the varying degrees of 

constraint that are held to be present that we ordinarily hold a man 

more or less morally responsible for what he has done. 

1' '.-. l : ;-_,' 1 

(b) It is impossible of application, both practically and theoretically, 

There is a very good 1'<0/l,son why we do not, as a matter of faot, 

ordinarily enquire into all the causal antecedents of a person's - -
actions - his heredity, upbringing, education, et - in order to 

decide whether or not he is to be held morally responsible. For 

such an enquiry, besides being impracticable in the conduct of our 

day to day affairs, would have no no,tural terminus. Since propositions 

of the form 'This has no cause' are in principle empirically unverifiable, 

we could never, even in principle, be sure that the necessary condition 

of moral responsibility, as here defined, was satisfied, ~· that 

the person concerned -s not completely subject to causal determination, 

In other words, we could never be certain that the concept of moral 

responsibility has any point of application whatever, that there are 

ever any instances of persons who are really morally responsible for 

what they do. 

(c) If it is objected, to the last criticism, that the contra-causal 

criterion has a guaranteed point of application in so far as every man 

has a contra-causal ~'ree Will, I reply that in this case the concept 

of moral responsibility becomes non-discriminatory. For, according 

to Libertarian doctrine, the essential property of a Free Will is that, 

when faced ~~th a moral choice or decision, anyone possessing it is 

'free to do otherwise• in the required centra-causal oonseo But this 

means that if everyone has a contra-causal ~'ree Will, there can be no 

instances in which a person may excuse himself by showing that he 

could not have done otherwise, i.e. there can be no instances of actions --- ---
in a moral situation for which a person is not morally responsible. 



The contra-causal criterion, therefore, if taken in conjunction with 

the hypothesis that everyone has a contra-causal B'ree Will, does not 

allow us to discriminate between oases in which a person is morally 

responsible and cases in which he is not* Thus, even if a person 

is subjected to extreme torture such as would ordinarily be regarded 

as excusing him for his actions, it can always be said, on the 

h;.'pothesis that he is a moral agent with a Free Will, that he still 

could have avoided doing what he did (the alternatives of death or 

dishonour are still 'open' for him to choose between) and so is 

nevertheless morally responsible. On this view, a man is to be 

held morally responsible for all his actions unless they occur in 

non-moral situations or unless he has no I•'ree Will. Apart from 

such oases there is no describable state of affairs in which it can 

properly be said of someone that he is not morally responsible for 

what he does. 

t iJ 'I 

(d) As we have just seen, the first contra-causal criterion, taken in 

conjunction with the Libertarian hypothesi-s that all men, everywhere, 

qua moral agents have a power of absolute spontaneity or contra-causal 

Ji'ree \\'ill, entails that the concept of moral responsibility is non-

discriminatory. But equally, t~<en in conjunction with the Causal 

DeterminiBt's belief that all events, including human actions, are 

subject to cccusal determination, it entails tbtt the ccnce:'t of' moral 

responsibilit:y is vacuous. ~'or if we say, in accordance with this 

contra-causal criterion, that our belief in man's moral responsibility 

can be true only if the belief in Causal Determinism is false, it 

becomes a contingent and empirical question which of these beliefs is, 

as a matter of faot, true. And then all the evidence, as I see it, 

favours the belief in Causal Determinism. Thus, as I argued in 

Chapter Si:x, there is no conceivable empirical evidence which could 

conclusively falsif;: the statement that eve-ry event has a cause, while 

there is much evidence that confirms it. On purely empirical grounds, 

therefore, it seems that we S:nuld have to conclude, with the Hard 

Determinist that no-one is, as a matter of empirical fact, morally 

responsible in this s_ense of the word. But this is not all. In 

the sense here under discussion, tgsay that a person is morally 
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responsible does not just involve, but is equivalent to, saying that he 

is contra-causally free« But there cannot, for the reasons just given, 

be any empirical grounds for asserting the latter, And to argue from 

the empirical fact that we do, in ordinary life, frequently hold people 

morally responsible to the falsity of Causal Determinism, is either to 

argue f'al1aciously or e1se to beg the question. For unless it is 

assumed to begin with that the sense in which we ordinarily ascribe 

moral responsibility is the contra-causal sense here at issue, it will 

not follow that, to the extent that we are properly held morally 

accountable, we must be free from causal determination, In other 

worns, if moral responsibility is def'ined., in accordance vi th contra­

causal criterion (l), so as to make it logically inconsistent with 

Causal Determinism, then there are good grounds for concluding not 

thu~t Causal Determinism muct be false but rather that moral responsib­

ility is an illusion, i,e, that there are il1 fact no states of affairs 

which can, in the relevant sense of the expression, be described as 

instances of persons who are 'morally responsible', This is the 

position which I have described as the weak version of Hard Determinism. 

(e) A further criticism of the first contra-causal criterion is that, 

even for the Libertarian, and for many Hard Determinists also, it offers 

an inadequate analysis of the conditions of moral responsibility. 

Thus it may be said that although contra-causality is a necessary 

condition of' moral responsibility it is not by itself sufficient, 

Indeed, although some Libertarians do in fact argue as if it were 

a sufficient condition of' ~' s responsibility for :t. that he caused 

-:z. to happen and that his doing so was not wholly the product of 

causes, most would, on reflection, insist that it is necessary also 

that K should not be merely the product of chance either. For it 

seems to be counter-intuitive, as it were, to suppose that a person 

can be morally responsible for the actions that issue from his 

character if the character that he happens to have is not of his 

own choice but merely a matter of chance. The reasoning, more 

explicitly, seems to be that since I am morally responsible (in ~ 

of the higher-level senses) only for what I bring about or cause, I 

can be h~ld morally responsible for neither ~y character nor the 
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acts which issue from it, unless I myself have determined or chosen my 

own character. More simply, I cannot be held responsible for what I 

do if what I am is merely a matter of chance. If I am what I am 

purely by chance, I can be no more morally responsible for what I do 

than if I am what I am because of antecedent causes. In both oases 

it is made to appear - I can be held morally responsible only if I am 

able to exercise control over what I am. i.e. if I am able to determine '--
what I am, i.e. if I am Self-determining. Contra-causal freedom, then, 

on this analysis, is only a necessary condition of moral responsibility: 

a man can be morally responsible only if, also, he is Self-determining. 

This final criticism leads directly to the second contra-causal 

criterion described above, 

It is mainly for reasons of parsimony that I have distinguished 

only five 'levels' in the expansion of the concept of moral responsibility 

and so have included the second contra-causal criterion, together with 

the first, on the fifth and highest level, Clearly, then, nothing is 

at stake if we prefer to distinguish it from the first by referring to 

it as the 'sixth' level: indeed there are, perhaps, good reasons for 

doing so. 

At any rate, the second contra-causal criterion takes us to the 

limit of the possible expansion of the criteria of moral responsibility 

by including, as necessary conditions of the concept's applicability, 

both sides of a contradiction: i,e. it is here regarded as necessary 

both that there sould be no causes for what I am and that there should 

not be no causes for what I am. To put it a little differently: the 

concept of moral responsibility, as defined by the use of the second 

contra-causal criterion is inconsistent both with Causal Determinism 

and with Causal Indeterrninism ( t caprice t or 'pure chance'); I am 

morally responsible, in short, if, and only if, what I am is neither 
due to causes nor due to chance, i.e. if, and only if, I am Self­

determining. 

Now to say that the second contra-causal criterion of moral 

responsibility is satisfiecl, or has a point of application, is 

equivalent to saying that the Libertarian's I''ree Will Theory is true, 
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'" For according to the Libertarians, a person is morally responsible for 

his actions in the required sense if', and only if, he has a Free Will, 

. • ,..., l.f' d t"" ,•1'1• cr ~· ~s ;)e..~.. ... - e vrffi:J. __ J.na. Por instance, Campbell claims that a man 

who is engaged in a situation of' moral temptation cannot help believing: 

'(a) that his moral decision is not necessitated by his character as so 

far formed.,; and (b) that his decision is nevertheless not just 

nuncaust'!du - a mere ttchance" nhenomenon - but is a decision which he 
" --

makes and for which he is responsible,' ( •Reply', AJP, 1958, 50), 

~rhese two beliefs, he points out: 'conjointly involve a liberty which 

is opposed both to necessity and to chance.' And it is this sort 

of.' liberty, he claims, which is demanded if we are ever to be ':really! 

morally responsible, 

But are we ever free or moral responsible in this sense? 

Both Professors ~di!vards and Hospers have recently argued that we are 

not. Thus Edwards writes: 'From the fact that human beings do not 

ultimately shape their own characters ••• it follows that they are 

never morally responsible. t ('Hard and Soft Determinism', DP, 113) o 

Similarly, Hospers asks: 'How can anyone be responsible for his actions 

since they grow out of his character, whieh is shaped and molded and 

made what it is by influences - some hereditary, but most of them 

stemming from early parental environment - that were not of his own 

making or choosing?' And he answers: '••• we are not responsible 

for our actions, since we are not responsible for the character out 

of which these actions spring .. t ( 'Yihat Means 

120.) Both of them accept the Libertarian 1 s 

·This J:i''reedom? ' , DF, 

analysis of what it 

119; 

is 

to be morally responsible for one's actions. They agree, that is, 

that a person can be held morally responsible if, and only if, he is 

Self-determining in the sense that he can choose his own character. 

Where they differ from the Libertarian is solely over the question 

whether these conditions of moral responsibility are ever, as a matter 

of fact, realised, Believing, as they do, that Causal Determinism is 

true, and therefore that we do not ultimately choose our own characters, 

they conclude that, as a matter of fact, no-one is ever morally 

responsible. What they both fail to perceive, however, is that 

there are purely logical reasons - independent of any matters 
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fact - for saying that the concept of moral responsibility, in so far 

as it is defined in terms of the notions of Self-determinism and Free 

Will, and the associated contra-causal criterion (2), must be 

necessarily vacuous or self-contradictory. 

It will not require much argument to show this. For consicter 

what conditions must be satisfied in order for it to have any point of 

application whatever. It must be the case beth that what I am is not 

caused and that what I am is not uncaused: that is to say, the 

conjunction of two contradictory propositions must be realised in fact. 

And this is logically impossible. Since the concept, so defined, is 

'opposed both to necessity and to chance' - as Campbell puts it - ~· 

since it is inconsistent with both Causal Determinism and its 

contradictory, Causal Indeterminism, there can be no describable state 

of affairs in which a person can properly be said to be morally 

responsible. Indeed., the concept must itself be self-contradictory. 

That is to say, it must then be logically impossible fer anyone to be 

morally responsible. 

By parity of reasonins the concepts of Free Ifill and Self­

determination are also necessarily vacuous or self-contradictory. 

l!'cr these, too, on the Libertarian's account, are inconsistent with 

both Determinism and Indeterminism. This conclusion was foreshadowed 

in Chapter Two where I argued that the introduction of a 'Self', in 

order to escape the Determinism-or-Caprice dilemma, invol,res the 

logical absurdity of an infinite regress. As Hook puts it, commenting 

on Edwar<ls' argument: ', •• what is true of the character must be true 

of the self, Either the self has the power to mold character or it 

has net. In either case it cannot be held responsible for having or 

not having such a motive power. And the same is true if we bring in 

a Sdf to explain the powers of the self, and a Great Self to explain 

the powers of the Self', ~·' ('Necessity, Indeterminism, and Sentim-

entalism', f!!:, 175j Since1 between a proposition and its denial 

there can be no third alter-native, even John Wisd.om's h}pothesis of 

a pre-existing f) eli' that chooses what one's character is to he -

suggested in his early book Problems of l'llind and Matter - cannot 



2 f1 ; 

establish a point of application for a concept of moral responsibility 

th .. at is 'opposed both to necessity and to chance.,t 

I have now completed rqy e:xainination of the five general 1evels 

in the exoansion of' the concept of moral res100nsibili ty. By its 

means I ha.ve tried to refute, finally, the chr1rge th11.t Oau&'3.l 

Determinism is inconsistent vvith moral responsibility, and to show 

th_at the Free Will Theory is not only urn1ecesSB.ry for the defence of 

this concept but does it a positive disservice. 

I,et me review the position as I see it .. 

I have shuvm, at some length~ t.hat each of the criteria or sets 

of criteria associated vrlth the first four 18\rels of the concept is 

quite consistent vrith the thesis of' Causal Determin:i .. srn .. More 

pa.rticularly, a consideration of the def'ences adn:litted at the f'ourth 

level - generally spe..<.'l..king, the 1evel on vlldc;-l ordinary questions of 

responsibility-ascription are decided - shows th.::-1.t what counts as an 

excusing condition, given that the Derson accused has in fa.ct 

com,,itted an unlawful or immoral act, is broadly the presence of 

some sort of compulsion o.r impediment such th:1t the person can 

trut}rfully say, in a non-causa.l sense, 1 I could not htt ve done other-

wise~ t To show this :is, in ef}~ect ~ to confix·m the Soft Determinist's 

analysis of the ordir'""·:try conditions for the use of the expression 

~rally responscible,' 

But :'Lt is also possible, as we saw, to use this in 

accord.ance with evun higher-level criteria such that it is ~lli~;S,;~!]j::.i"!l~ 

impossible to describe someone as both completely subject to causal 

determination and yet morally responsible for his actions.. These 

I have called the first and second 'contra-c._q_ust:tl' criteria., 

.Althou,sh they are introduced as analyses of the conditions of 'real t 

or ~ ultirnate~ moral responsibility_~ the consectuences of' their adoption 

are fatal both for our ordinary notions of moral resnonsibility and fer 

the 'F'ree Will 11heory whose sole r:--:tison d t etre allegedly, to safe-

guard these notions against the incursions of Determinism., 1'hus, 
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contra.-causEil criterion (1) 1 ''rhich ad'!lit:::; as excusing conditions the 

presence not only of catJses which constrain but of' c.suJses a.s such, 

does violence to our notions of' what it is to be mo1"'ally 

responsible,. It1or, besides useless as a practical criterion 

for ascripti.on 1 it does not adnli:t degrees of culpability, if' 

supported by the Free Vi ill Theory 1 mELkes the notion non-discrim:ina .. tory,. 

Again, it ex:poses the concept of' m.on:1l responsibility to the ,-.h£0!~,-.,')"&;> 

of vactJ.ousness, sinceJ i.f cont-ra-causality, i .. e., Causal Indeter:m.inism, 

is its neces,S:.':try condition, it becomes an 'open' or ~''"m-,ir·'!r.ctl question 

whether this condition is in fact ever fulfilled or -whether 
7 

o:n. the 

the oontru.ry, the '-weak'-version :Ha.rd Determinist is coTrect when he 

denies that anyone is in ftlct morally responsible in this sense., F:r:um 

the Libertarian point of vievt' hovvever, contra-causal criterion ( l) 

states only a necessary condition of mora.l freedom and responsibili.ty, 

~. the absence of C'.ausali ty. In order to be 'really' free and 

responsible, Libertarians hold. we must not only be free frorn muses 

but we must also not be wha.t we are merely by pure chance: that is, 

we must have a Free Will or be Self-determining..., Contra-caw:;._g_l 

Crl. L ~r:1' on r? 1 ..._hen \,,_;__ ~ \"-.!' t_,_,_ - ~ eJqrA:lds the criterion of' morl'll responsibility to 

its logical limit by admitting as 

of causes and their absence (c11a:nce)~ 

moral responsibility in this 1 ultinnt 

conditions both the presence 

But the consequence of' defining 

sense is to deprive it of all 

possibility of application - not .just as a J"IBtter of fact 1 but as a 

rratter of logical necessity .. For the very notions of t}!,ree 
1 Self-determinism'~ and 'moral resr;cnsibility' - if defined as i opposed 

both to necessity and to chance 1 
- are self-contradictory,. To say:t 

as does the Libertl'lril'in, that the presence of' e. Self-determining Free 

Will is a necessary condition of' moral responsibility is to define the 

latter to vacuity. It is in this sense - and only in this sense - that 

the 'strong' version of Bard Determinism is correct in its claim that 

there are no conceivable circumstances in which we oould be justified 

in holding someone morally responsible. Clearly, then, the Free 

Will Theory fails to give an adeqmte ana],ysis of the 'proper' (ordinary) 

cond:l.tions of moral responsibility; and, more importantly, f'ar from 
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' saving' the concept of moral responsi bi.li ty, the Free Will Theory 

defines it in such a way as to destroy it. Not that this fact should 

worry us: for the notion of moral responsibility which is in issue 

in the traditional philosophical dispute between Hard Determ:ini5ts ani! 

Libertarians, is so far removed from the ordinary notions that the 

outcome of th:i.e dispute need have no effect on our ordinary moral 

discourse or the conduct of our practical affairs. 

another way of saying that the Soft Determinist is 

This is just 

correct in claiming 

that our concepts of moral freedom and moral responsibiLity rray be 

applied v\'ithout alteration in a completely deterministic world, 

Plainly, ll1Y position, so far, roo.y be described as that of' a 

Soft Determinist. Sut of which variety- 'weak' or 'strong'? 

This question is the same as: Would the concepts have a point 

of application in an indeterminjstic world? Or: Is moral resronsibility 

inconsistent with Causal Indeterminism? 

The argument of the 'strong 1 version of Soft Determinis:rn i;:-o that 

Determinism is not only consistent with mon:tl resiJonsibility but is 

implied by it "' But exactly what does this mean? 

Sornetimes it is taken to :ne:'1.n that ·-i:C the world -were not 

completely causally determined, i.,e .. if Cause.l Indeterminism were true_, 

there COlJld. be no point of a:ppl:Lcat]_on whatever for our ordinary conce--pts 

of mora1 freedom and responsibility. Thus Chambers ( ''Yora1 Freedom 

and Artistic Creativity', 1931-2), for insta.noe, clai:r.s that 

these notions 'rerJuire a deterministic tm5verse as their stage .. ' But, 

construed in this way, it seems to me, the strong version of Soft 

Determinism, the claim that moral responsibility implies Causal 

Determinism~ is plainly false., I" or the concept of moral responsibility, 

since it has appliC&_tion only when there occuT certain kinds of events, 

yiz.~ the acts of htnnsn beings, is at least consistent with the existence 

of' physic.?~l indetennine.oy elsewhere in the un::t:verse., 

Tvi.ore often, the cla.ir:c is that Causa-l Determinism must be true 

in so far:Jl!!. we act freely and are morally responsible. This is how 
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Hobart~ for instance, puts it in his article lJ!lree Vlfill as Invo1'\dnt:; 

DeterminsLtion and InconceiVable Witho1Ji; It', (Mind, 1934 .. ) The 

argument appears to be that since moral responsibility is equivalent 

to, or at least presupposes, the ca1.x-:;al e:f'fica.cy of and blame, 

presupposes that t1Lese are, in at le>.3._st some instances., causal 

determinants of' _huma..J::1 conduct - ·we can correctly ascribe moral 

responsibility to a person only in so far as he is subject to cauf"i2.l 

determinai~ion .. 'l1hus, Steven_son argues that ethical judgements do not 

presuppose indeterrninism but rather· deterrninism, on the grounds that 

they control action through choice w!1:ioh must, theref'ore, be determins.ble 

i.n at least this WEJ.y .. ( 'Xthical Judgements and Avoidabilityt, ~' 

1938.) W:J:-JE.t this argument overlooks, howeverp is tl-J&t when we hoid 

soneone morully responsible for his actio.ns we are not saying thet he 

·will in fact resr;ond to being held responsible, th-s.t pn?.:l.se and bl.cw1e 

w:ill in f'aot be caues.lly effedl.ve l.n controlling his conduct in 

sirrd.lar s:ituations ill the future, but only tl'~ot persons who act in 

these kinds o-f circumstances are generally amenable to such 'educativet 

measures. Since we ordinarily ascribe mort:il :r-esponsibility '<~here 

there is a gcnerul tendency to respond to being held respons:ible, :it 

does not fdlow that we cam1ot properly hold a particular person morally 

recmonsible unless he jn fact responds appropriately. Certainly our 

orclinary criteria derr.and thet there should be causal conti.rmity 

between the person held responsible and the offence for which he is 

culp:'::tble. 'l:ha t is to &.:'ly, it is a necessary condition of s morally 

responsibility for :1 tf:1at ! should .l-L''1Ve caused X to happen.. But it 

does not follow from this t.bat, by our ordins.:ry criteria" X can be 

he1d morally responsible only if' he :is hi~rnelf completely subject to 

causal determination. Just as our ord:L~.&.:r:y criteria for deciding 

questions of moral res~9onsibility take no account of' the presence of 

causes, as such, for Wh_at a person .is, so they take no account~ either 1 

of the abser;_ce of' causes as r::uch,. 

As I see tt ~ then, the concept of moru.l responsibility~ as 

ordinarily understood, is consistent ·with Causal Deterrninism and is 

consistent a1so v.·ith at 1rest a lirnited area of Causal Indeterminism .. 
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This is not to say .. however, tha.t we will never in :future ~-'"G~ 

our criteria. for the ascrJption of moral responsibility. The 

~.(pinozist, for instance, nay be right when he claims that if we 

knew in detail all the causal :factors which lead a person to behave 

as he does, we would ref'use to regard him as morally responsible. 

It is at le,ast conceivable that we should one day come to adopt a 

contra-causal criterion of' moral responsibility. This I do not 

deny: nor do I deny that there is in :fact a trend towards the inclusion 

of more and more excusing conditions as') in Berlin's words: 'the 

adV'B.nce of' knmvledge brings ne-vv areas of experience tmder the sway 

of la:ws which !ffi!<e systematic irrferenoe and prediction possible.' 

~'or all this may be true cons1stently with l11Y thesis that the concept 

of moral responsibility - as at present we ordinarily understand it -

is quite consistent with the thesis of Causal Determinism and, :for that 

rratter, the thesis of' Causal Indeterminism also,. lv!oreover, as I l:a ve 

tried to show, the consequences of su.ch a change in our uses of words 

- such that the expression 'both causally determined and morall.Y 

responsible' come to have no descriptive use - vvould be disastrous .. 

For the expression 'morally responsible', as we now use it, helps to 

mark an tmportant and indispensable distinction, viz. between those 

cases in which hu1mn beings tend to respond appropriately to praise, 

blame 1 reward 1 punishment, the giving of' valid reasons, and the like, 

and those cases in wvich they do not. Admittedly, we could, if need 

be, mark this distinction by the use of some other ex-pression: but 

the.t would be to make a merely verbal change of not much significance. 
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