A “merely verbal” dispute

All people are in agreement about the facts concerning liberty and necessity.

They only disagree about what words to use to describe those facts

What it means to say that human actions are necessitated
not that there is something that makes them happen

(there is nothing that makes anything happen)

just that:

i. Particular sorts of human actions are constantly preceded by particular motives (given a knowledge of character traits and circumstances)

ii. We feel impelled to infer the one from the other

Why no one denies that human actions are regular in their manner of occurrence

We suppose that those we have not met will behave like those we know.

We value history as an instructive collection of experiments revealing the regularities in human behaviour.

We reject stories of the actions of others if those actions aren’t in accord with the regularities we have found in human behaviour
(e.g., in criminal cases, we consider it important to establish a motive)

We find that the old are better able to predict actions and characters because of their experience of the regularities in human behaviour.

But not everyone behaves in the same way
That is largely because people’s actions are not just determined by their motives but by their circumstances and character traits.

We need to take all of these things (and perhaps others as well, which experience reveals to us) into account when predicting action

Other things affecting behaviour:

“national characters”

occupation

gender

age

education

class

But even people with the same motives and character traits sometimes act differently when placed in the same circumstances.

Even the most cosmopolitan of us can be surprised by human behaviour.

And we find that people can act “out of character”

The irregularity of human behaviour is no greater than the irregularity in the motions of inanimate bodies and arises for the same reason:

our ignorance of all the circumstances preceding the action

Why no one denies that we draw inferences from people’s motives to their behaviour
In all our interactions with others, we rely on them to act in accord with their motives.

e.g., farmer relying on police and judges to protect property rights; on others to be interested in purchasing produce; on yet others to be willing to exchange their produce for money

e.g., manufacturer relies on employees to do their jobs as much as on equipment

History, politics, morals and criticism are only possible because we draw these inferences and these sciences would not exist if our inferences were not well founded
(history would have nothing to teach us about what to expect people to do; politics would be impossible because we would not rely on people to be motivated by laws, rewards, inducements, and punishments; morals would be impossible because there would be no connection between people’s actions and their characters; criticism would be impossible because a writer could ascribe any actions whatsoever to characters with equal plausibility)

More examples:

a prisoner expects no less resistance to escape from the guards than from the iron bars

a person led to execution expects no less regularity in function from the soldiers and magistrates than from the parts of the gallows

I rely on a friend who is rich to not murder me in front of a crowd of people in order to steal a couple of dollars.

I rely on a purse full of money left on a busy city intersection to not be there after 30 minutes.

If everyone really believes that human actions are necessitated, why do so many deny that this is the case?

Because they have a false and unintelligible notion of necessity.

They think that causes do something to make their effects occur.

And because they don’t feel their motives doing anything to make them behave as they do

(but on the contrary sense that they could act differently)

They think their actions aren’t necessitated in their (unintelligible) sense, even though everyone agrees that they are motivated (and hence necessitated in the only sense that is intelligible)
(and even though acting differently would have been motivated by a desire to prove this sense of freedom)
What it means to say that we are at liberty to act
That if you will to perform an act you can perform it, and if you will not to perform it you can not perform it.

(This is “hypothetical liberty”)

So you are at liberty to perform an act if you have the physical strength to perform it.

Everyone agrees that liberty of action (human body motion), in this sense, is possessed by everyone who not tied down or otherwise disabled.

There is no contradiction between liberty, as properly defined, and necessity, as properly defined.

The question of whether an act is free is the question of whether it is caused by the will.

The question of whether an act is necessitated is the question of whether its cause was caused by a chain of past causes.

Both questions can be answered in the affirmative.

So the dispute over freedom and determinism is not a real dispute.

Freedom and determinism are not incompatible alternatives, but compatible.

We only think they are incompatible because of a misunderstanding of terms.

But is this all there is to liberty?
Any further sense of liberty would have to satisfy two conditions

· it would have to be consistent with “plain matter of fact” 

· it would have to be consistent with itself

It is a plain “matter of fact” that nothing happens by chance or at random

experience teaches us that all events are the regular consequents of antecedent events

So “free will” cannot involve an ability to act by chance or at random

Accepting this, some people claim that motives and circumstances are not necessitating causes of the will, even though they are causes (they “incline” or “induce” but do not “necessitate”)

but this is incoherent, because we have no notion of cause apart from a regularity in the succession of events

if we do, let those who think we do explain themselves

But if all human actions are determined, doesn’t morality become impossible?
On the contrary, necessitation of the will is the only thing that makes morality possible.

First, because morality is enforced by systems of rewards and punishments

This presumes that people are determined by rewards and punishments

Were their wills not determined by anything morality would become unenforceable.

Second, because moral judgments are judgments about the permanent personal traits that cause people to act as they do.

Were the will not determined by people’s character, prejudices, life experiences, etc. and other such permanent features, they would cease to be subjects of moral approbation and disapprobation.
More on Action and Charatcer

Human actions are morally indifferent.

They only become good or evil in light of the motives for which they were performed, and the character traits disposing people to be influenced by such motives.

Were there no connection between character, motive and action, as the libertarians claim, it would be impossible to condemn actions as having been performed with evil intent, and so impossible to draw moral distinctions.

More on reward and punishment

There are two views of reward and punishment

1.  reward is an expression of gratitude for services rendered; punishment is vengeance for ill inflicted

The belief that people were determined to do what they did and could not have done otherwise destroys our sense of gratitude and our desire for vengeance.

2.  reward and punishment are means of training and habituation (positive and negative reinforcement)

When people are made to do what they do by causes that had nothing to do with their character and motives, training measures can have no effect on their actions and such measures are therefore inappropriate.

But as long as what people do is a product of causes that work through their personal psychology, positive and negative reinforcement have a role to play in modifying their behaviour and those around them and are warranted even if the agents are “necessitated” by their psychology.
Reward and punishment, cont.’d

Reward and punishment are legitimate in the second sense even if people are determined in their actions

Indeed, they are only legitimate to the extent that people are determined (in the right way) in their actions

(by causes that run through their psychology rather than causes that run around their psychology)

This was just Hume’s point

Reward and punishment, cont.’d

But what about the first sense?

In the first sense punishment is simply the desire for vengeance and gratitude is simply a particular form of benevolence

These are human passions, and like all human passions they have particular causes

One feature of these causes is that they have a degree of “immediacy.”  Passions are aroused by “first views” of things, and tend not to be much affected by “more remote” calculations and considerations.

This is why it is difficult for us not to be angry even with animals and inanimate objects that harm us, or to resist feeling gratitude towards those employed to help us

A specific application of this last consideration

to resolve a particular problem

If all human actions are determined, doesn’t that make God ultimately responsible for doing them?

In that case, wouldn’t we have to say that either:

i. all human actions are good (or for the best) because God can do no wrong

ii. some human actions are wicked and God is ultimately responsible for them and so morally blameworthy
Answer to (i):

We find it psychologically too difficult to take the remote view of things required to see that everything is for the best.

Our passions of moral disapproval will therefore continue to be directed at the immediate agents responsible for the action and the displeasing character traits that led them to perform it.

We don’t cease to disapprove of those traits when we consider the agent was not responsible for them.

Answer to (ii):

This is a problem that arises for all systems (even libertarians have to reconcile human wickedness with divine foreknowledge) and we just have to recognize that it is too difficult for us to resovle.

(implicit:  let’s recognize it for what it is: a good argument against the existence of a perfectly benevolent creator)

