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Intro. to ethics.

Holbach – do we have free will?  (Holbach says no.)

Ethics

· Three main kinds:  descriptive, normative, and meta-ethics.  

· We shall mostly focus on normative ethics, which seeks to answer the question “How ought one behave?”

· Main species of normative ethics:  deontology, utilitarianism, virtue ethics.

Free will

· Border territory between ethics and metaphysics.  

· The main camps in this debate:  determinism (including necessitarianism, and pre-determinism), libertarianism/indeterminism, compatibilism.

· The thesis of determinism:  every event is fully determined by antecedent events.

· Why is this issue relevant to ethics?  Normative ethics is concerned with how we ought to behave.  If we cannot will to behave in this way, then there would seem to be no reason to do normative ethics.

· The main reasons to be a libertarian/indeterminist:  (1) phenomenology, (2) religion, (3) morality, (4) [according to Holbach] human vanity.

· The main reasons to be a determinist:  (1) science (the principle of sufficient cause), (2) logic (Aristotle’s sea battle).

Holbach

· Paul Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach (1723-89).  French Encyclopedist.

· According to Holbach, the evidence that our wills are determined is overwhelming.  He gives four reasons (3 on page 384, 1 more important one on 290) for why most people nonetheless believe that they have free wills:  (1) religion (we must have free will in order to deserve the rewards and punishments that God metes out), (2) ethics/politics (we must have free will in order to deserve the rewards and punishments that society metes out), (3) human vanity (free will makes us unique in the universe), and (4) ignorance (the complexity of the causes determining our thoughts and actions discourages us from seeking them out).

Holbach’s model is basic Newtonian physics.  Consider his example of the bowling ball.

Just because two people behave differently in the same situation doesn’t mean that either of them have free will – just that their wills are determined by a different array of causes.  (Example of the thirsty man and the poisoned water.)  

While one individual might act on better judgment than another, and while we might even therefore be inclined to term the latter individual a “madman”, both of their wills are equally determined.  It may be that the former’s will was determined by more brain cells and better education; but it was nonetheless determined.

People are not agents, but patients – passive recipients of “motions” from both within and without.  (Just because a cause is internal doesn’t mean that it’s not a cause.)

“Choice does not prove freedom.”  No matter what you do to prove that you have free will, it is the very fact that you want to prove this that determines you to behave in this way.  Holbach:  no difference between the man who is thrown out of the window and the man who throws himself out of the window “except that the impulse in the first instance comes immediately from without whilst that which determines the fall in the second case, springs from within his own peculiar machine, having its more remote cause also exterior.”  

“Absence of restraint is not absence of necessity.”  We see the absence of an obstacle before us as evidence of freedom, but our lack of freedom consists in the motive force from “behind us.”  The rock prevented from falling by some object.  Once the object is removed and the rock resumes falling, is it now free?  (Holbach says “no”.)

“The complexity of human conduct and the illusion of free agency.”  It is ignorance due to the complexity of causes determining us, and not real freedom, that leads us to assert human free will.

Papers

Due Thursday at 10:30 to Turnitin.  Remember:  names at the end; proper citation practices; appropriate length; RTF.

Exams
Take up answers.

Grades break-down.

Return exams.

