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WHAT MEANS THIS FREEDOM?

JOHN HOSPERS

I am in agreement to a very large extent with the conclu-
sions of Professor Edwards’ paper, and am happy in these
days of “soft determinism” to hear the other view so force-
fully and fearlessly stated. As a preparation for developing my
own views on the subject, I want to mention a factor that I
think is of enormous importance and relevance: namely, un-
conscious motivation. There are many actions—not those of
an insane person (however the term “insane” be defined), nor
of a person ignorant of the effects of his action, nor ignorant
of some relevant fact about the situation, nor in any obvious
way mentally deranged—{for which human beings in general
and the courts in particular are inclined to hold the doer re-
sponsible, and for which, I would say, he should not be held
responsible. The deed may be planned, it may be carried out
in cold calculation, it may spring from the agent’s character
and be continuous with the rest of his behavior, and it may be
perfectly true that he could have done differently if he had
wanted to; nonetheless his behavior was brought about by
unconscious conflicts developed in infancy, over which he had
no control and of which (without training in psychiatry) he
does not even have knowledge. He may even think he knows
why he acted as he did, he may think he has conscious control
over his actions, he may even think he is fully responsible for
them; but he is not. Psychiatric casebooks provide hundreds of
examples. The law and common sense, though puzzled some-
times by such cases, are gradually becoming aware that they
exist; but at this early stage countless tragic blunders still
occur because neither the law nor the public in general is aware
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of the genesis of criminal actions. The mother blames her
daughter for choosing the wrong men as candidates for hus-
bands; but though the daughter thinks she is choosing freely
and spends a considerable amount of time “deciding” among
them, the identification with her sick father, resulting from
Oedipal fantasies in early childhood, prevents her from caring
for any but sick men, twenty or thirty years older than herself.
Blaming her is beside the point; she cannot help it, and she
cannot change it. Countless criminal acts are thought out in
great detail; yet the participants are (without their own knowl-
edge) acting out fantasies, fears, and defenses from early child-
hood, over whose coming and going they have no conscious
control.

Now, I am not saying that none of these persons should be
in jails or asylums. Often society must be protected against
them. Nor am I saying that people should cease the practices
of blaming and praising, punishing and rewarding; in general
these devices are justified by the results—although very often
they have practically no effect; the deeds are done from inner
compulsion, which is not lessened when the threat of punish-
ment is great. I am only saying that frequently persons we
think responsible are not properly to be called so; we mis-
takenly think them responsible because we assume they are
like those in whom no unconscious drive (toward this type of
behavior) is present, and that their behavior can be changed
by reasoning, exhorting, or threatening.

I

I have said that these persons are not responsible. But what
is the criterion for responsibility? Under precisely what con-
ditions is a person to be held morally responsible for an ac-
tion? Disregarding here those conditions that have to do with
a person’s ignorance of the situation or the effects of his action,
let us concentrate on those having to do with his “inner state.”
There are several criteria that might be suggested:

1. The first idea that comes to mind is that responsibility is
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determined by the presence or absence of premeditation—the
opposite of “premeditated” being, presumably, “unthinking”
or “impulsive.” But this will not do—both because some acts
are not premeditated but responsible, and because some are
premeditated and not responsible.

Many acts we call responsible can be as unthinking ot im-
pulsive as you please. If you rush across the street to help the
victim of an automobile collision, you are (at least so we
would ordinarily say) acting responsibly, but you did not do
so out of premeditation; you saw the accident, you didn’t
think, you rushed to the scene without hesitation. It was like
a reflex action. But you acted responsibly: unlike the knee
jerk, the act was the result of past training and past thought
about situations of this kind; that is why you ran to help in-
stead of ignoring the incident or running away. When some-
thing done originally from conviction or training becomes
habitual, it becomes like a reflex action. As Aristotle said,
virtue should become second nature through habit: a virtuous
act should be performed as if by instinct; this, far from de-
tracting from its moral worth, testifies to one’s mastery of the
desired type of behavior; one does not have to make a moral
effort each time it is repeated.

There are also premeditated acts for which, I would say,
the person is not responsible. Premeditation, especially when
it is so exaggerated as to issue in no action at all, can be the
result of neurotic disturbance or what we sometimes call an
emotional “block,” which the person inherits from long-past
situations. In Hamlet’s revenge on his uncle (I use this ex-
ample because it is familiar to all of us), there was no lack,
but rather a surfeit, of premeditation; his actions were so
exquisitely premeditated as to make Freud and Dr. Ernest
Jones look more closely to find out what lay behind them. The
very premeditation camouflaged unconscious motives of which
Hamlet himself was not aware. I.think this is an important
point, since it seems that the courts often assume that pre-
meditation is a criterion of responsibility. If failure to kill his
uncle had been considered a crime, every court in the land
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would have convicted Hamlet. Again: a woman’s decision to
stay with her husband in spite of endless “mental cruelty” is,
if she is the victim of an unconscious masochistic “will to
punishment,” one for which she is not responsible; she is the
victim and not the agent, no matter how profound her convic-
tion that she is the agent; she is caught in a masochistic web
(of complicated genesis) dating back to babyhood, perhaps
a repetition of a comparable situation involving her own par-
ents, a repetition-compulsion that, as Freud said, goes “beyond
the pleasure principle.” Again: a criminal whose crime was
carefully planned step by step is usually considered responsible,
but as we shall see in later examples, the overwhelming impulse
toward it, stemming from an unusually humiliating ego defeat
in early childhood, was as compulsive as any can be.

2. Shall we say, then, that a person is not responsible for
his act unless he can defend it with reasons? I am afraid that
this criterion is no better than the previous one. First, intellec-
tuals are usually better at giving reasons than nonintellectuals,
and according to this criterion would be more responsible than
persons acting from moral conviction not implemented by rea-
soning; yet it is very doubtful whether we should want to say
that the latter are the more responsible. Second, the giving
of reasons itself may be suspect. The reasons may be rationaliza-
tions camouflaging unconscious motives of which the agent
knows nothing. Hamlet gave many reasons for not doing what
he felt it was his duty to do: the time was not right, his uncle’s
soul might go to heaven, etc. His various “reasons” contra-
dicted one another, and if an overpowering compulsion had
not been present, the highly intellectual Hamlet would not
have been taken in for a moment by these rationalizations.
The real reason, the Oedipal conflict that made his uncle’s
crime the accomplishment of his own deepest desire, binding
their fates into one and paralyzing him into inaction, was un-
conscious and of course unknown to him. One’s intelligence
and reasoning power do not enable one to escape from un-
consciously motivated behavior; it only gives one greater facil-
ity in rationalizing that behavior; one’s intelligence is simply
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used in the interests of the neurosis—it is pressed into service
to justify with reasons what one does quite independently of
the reasons.

If these two criteria are inadequate, let us seek others.

3. Shall we say that a person is responsible for his action
unless it is the result of unconscious forces of which he knows
nothing? Many psychoanalysts would probably accept this cri-
terion. If it is not largely reflected in the language of responsi-
bility as ordinarily used, this may be due to ignorance of fact:
most people do not know that there are such things as uncon-
scious motives and unconscious conflicts causing human beings
to act. But it may be that if they did, perhaps they would
refrain from holding persons responsible for certain actions.

I do not wish here to quarrel with this criterion of re-
sponsibility. I only want to point out the fact that if this cri-
terion is employed a far greater number of actions will be
excluded from the domain of responsibility than we might at
first suppose. Whether we are neat or untidy, whether we are
selfish or unselfish, whether we provoke scenes or avoid them,
even whether we can exert our powers of will to change our
behavior—all these may, and often do, have their source in
our unconscious life.

4. Shall we say that a person is responsible for his act un-
less it is compelled? Here we are reminded of Aristotle’s as-
sertion (Nicomachean Ethics, Book III) that a person is
responsible for his act except for reasons of either ignorance
or compulsion. Ignorance is not part of our problem here
(unless it is unconsciously induced ignorance of facts previously
remembered and selectively forgotten—in which case the for-
getting is again compulsive), but compulsion is. How will
compulsion do as a criterion? The difficulty is to state just
what it means. When we say an act is compelled in a psycho-
logical sense, our language is metaphorical—which is not to
say that there is no point in it or that, properly interpreted, it
is not true. Our actions are compelled in a literal sense if
someone has us in chains or is controlling our bodily move-
ments. When we say that the storm compelled us to jettison
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the cargo of the ship (Aristotle’s example), we have a less
literal sense of compulsion, for at least it is open to us to go
down with the ship. When psychoanalysts say that a man was
compelled by unconscious conflicts to wash his hands con-
stantly, this is also not a literal use of “compel”; for nobody
forced his hands under the tap. Still, it is a typical example
of what psychologists call compulsive behavior: it has uncon-
scious causes inaccessible to introspection, and moreover noth-
ing can change it—it is as inevitable for him to do it as it
would be if someone were forcing his hands under the tap. In
this it is exactly like the action of a powerful external force; it
is just as little within one’s conscious control.

In its area of application this interpretation of responsi-
bility comes to much the same as the previous one. And this area
is very great indeed. For if we cannot be held responsible for
the infantile situations (in which we were after all passive
victims), then neither, it would seem, can we be held respon.
sible for compulsive actions occurring in adulthood that are
inevitable consequences of those infantile situations. And,
psychiatrists and psychoanalysts tell us, actions fulfilling this
description are characteristic of all people some of the time
and some people most of the time. Their occurrence, once the
infantile events have taken place, is inevitable, just as the
explosion is inevitable once the fuse has been lighted; there is
simply more “delayed action” in the psychological explosions
than there is in the physical ones.

(I have not used the word “inevitable” here to mean
“causally determined,” for according to such a definition every
event would be inevitable if one accepted the causal principle
in some form or other; and probably nobody except certain
philosophers uses “inevitable” in this sense. Rather, I use
“inevitable” in its ordinary sense of “cannot be avoided.” To
the extent, therefore, that adult neurotic manifestations can
be avoided, once the infantile patterns have become set, the
assertion that they are inevitable is not true.)

5. There is still another criterion, which I prefer to the
previous ones, by which a man’s responsibility for an act can
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be measured: the degree to which that act can (or could have
been) changed by the use of reasons. Suppose that the man
who washes his hands constantly does so, he says, for hygienic
reasons, believing that if he doesn’t do so he will be poisoned
by germs. We now convince him, on the best medical author-
ity, that his belief is groundless. Now, the test of his responsi-
bility is whether the changed belief will result in changed
behavior. If it does not, as with the compulsive hand washer,
he is not acting responsibly, but if it does, he is. It is not the use
of reasons, but their efficacy in changing behavior, that is
being made the criterion of responsibility. And clearly in
neurotic cases no such change occurs; in fact, this is often
made the defining characteristic of neurotic behavior: it is
unchangeable by any rational considerations.

11

I have suggested these criteria to distinguish actions for
which we can call the agent responsible from those for which
we cannot. Even persons with extensive knowledge of psychi-
atry do not, I think, use any one of these criteria to the exclu-
sion of the others; a conjunction of two or more may be used
at once. But however they may be combined or selected in
actual application, I believe we can make the distinction along
some such lines as we have suggested.

But is there not still another possible meaning of “responsi-
bility” that we have not yet mentioned? Even after we have
made all the above distinctions, there remains a question in
our minds whether we are, in the final analysis, responsible for
any of our actions at all. The issue may be put this way: How
can anyone be responsible for his actions, since they grow out
of his character, which is shaped and molded and made what
it is by influences—some hereditary, but most of them stem-
ming from early parental environment—that were not of his
own making or choosing? This question, I believe, still trou-
bles many people who would agree to all the distinctions we
have just made but still have the feeling that “this isn’t all.”
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They have the uneasy suspicion that there is a more ultimate
sense, a “deeper” sense, in which we are not responsible for
our actions, since we are not responsible for the character out
of which those actions spring. . . .

Let us take as an example a criminal who, let us say,
strangled several persons and is himself now condemned to
die in the electric chair. Jury and public alike hold him fully
responsible (at least they utter the words “he is responsible”),
for the murders were planned down to the minutest detail, and
the defendant tells the jury exactly how he planned them. But
now we find out how it all came about; we learn of parents
who rejected him from babyhood, of the childhood spent in
one foster home after another, where it was always plain to
him that he was not wanted; of the constantly frustrated early
desire for affection, the hard shell of nonchalance and bitter-
ness that he assumed to cover the painful and humiliating fact
of being unwanted, and his subsequent attempts to heal these
wounds to his shattered ego through defensive aggression.

The criminal is the most passive person in this world, helpless
as a baby in his motorically inexpressible fury. Not only
does he try to wreak revenge on the mother of the earliest
period of his babyhood; his criminality is based on the inner
feeling of being incapable of making the mother even feel
that the child seeks revenge on her. The situation is that of
a dwarf trying to annoy a giant who superciliously refuses to
see these attempts. . . . Because of his inner feeling of being a
dwarf, the criminotic uses, so to speak, dynamite. Of that the
giant must take cognizance. True, the “revenge” harms the
avenger. He may be legally executed. However, the primary

inner aim of forcing the giant to acknowledge the dwarf’s fury
is fulfilled.!

The poor victim is not conscious of the inner forces that exact
from him this ghastly toll; he battles, he schemes, he revels in
pseudo-aggression, he is miserable, but he does not know

1Edmund Bergler, The Basic Neurosis (New York: Grune and
Stratton, 1949), p. 305.
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what works within him to produce these catastrophic acts of
crime. His aggressive actions are the wriggling of a worm on
a fisherman’s hook. And if this is so, it seems difficult to say
any longer, “He is responsible.” Rather, we shall put him be-
hind bars for the protection of society, but we shall no longer
flatter our feeling of moral superiority by calling him person-
ally responsible for what he did.

Let us suppose it were established that a man commits
murder only if, sometime during the previous week, he has
eaten a certain combination of foods—say, tuna fish salad at
a meal also including peas, mushroom soup, and blueberry
pie. What if we were to track down the factors common to all
murders committed in this country during the last twenty
years and found this factor present in all of them, and only
in them? The example is of course empirically absurd; but
may it not be that there is some combination of factors that
regularly leads to homicide, factors such as are described in
general terms in the above quotation? (Indeed the situation in
the quotation is less fortunate than in our hypothetical ex-
ample, for it is easy to avoid certain foods once we have been
warned about them, but the situation of the infant is thrust
on him; something has already happened to him once and for
all, before he knows it has happened.) When such specific
factors are discovered, won’t they make it clear that it is fool-
ish and pointless, as well as immoral, to hold human beings
responsible for crimes? Or, if one prefers biological to psycho-
logical factors, suppose a neurologist is called in to testify
at a murder trial and produces X-ray pictures of the brain of
the criminal; anyone can see, he argues, that the cella turcica
was already calcified at the age of nineteen; it should be a
flexible bone, growing, enabling the gland to grow.? All the
defendant’s disorders might have resulted from this early cal-
cification. Now, this particular explanation may be empirically

false; but who can say that no such factors, far more complex,
to be sure, exist?

2 Meyer Levin, Compulsion (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1956),
p. 403.
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When we know such things as these, we no longer feel so
much tempted to say that the criminal is responsible for his
crime; and we tend also (do we not?) to excuse him—not
legally (we still confine him to prison) but. morally; we no
longer call him a monster or hold him personally responsible
for what he did. Moreover, we do this in general, not merely
in the case of crime: “You must excuse Grandmother for
being irritable; she’s really quite ill and is suffering some pain
all the time.” Or: “The dog always bites children after she’s
had a litter of pups; you can’t blame her for it: she’s not feel-
ing well, and besides she naturally wants to defend them.” Or:
“She’s nervous and jumpy, but do excuse her: she has a severe
glandular disturbance.”

Let us note that the more thoroughly and in detail we know
the causal factors leading a person to behave as he does, the
more we tend to exempt him from responsibility. When we
know nothing of the man except what we see him do, we say
he is an ungrateful cad who expects much of other people and
does nothing in return, and we are usually indignant. When
we learn that his parents were the same way and, having no
guilt feelings about this mode of behavior themselves, brought
him up to be greedy and avaricious, we see that we could
hardly expect him to have developed moral feelings in this
direction. When we learn, in addition, that he is not aware of
being ungrateful or selfish, but unconsciously represses the
memory of events unfavorable to himself, we feel that the situa-
tion is unfortunate but “not really his fault.” When we know
that this behavior of his, which makes others angry, occurs more
constantly when he feels tense or insecure, and that he now
feels tense and insecure, and that relief from pressure will
diminish it, then we tend to “feel sorry for the poor guy”
and say he’s more to be pitied than censured. We no longer
want to say that he is personally responsible; we might rather
blame nature or his parents for having given him an unfortu-
nate constitution or temperament.

In recent years a new form of punishment has been imposed
on middle-aged and elderly parents. Their children, now in




36 Determinism

their twenties, thirties or even forties, present them with a

.. modern grievance: .“My analysis proves: that you-.are respon-
sible for my neurosis.” Overawed by these authoritative state-
ments, the poor tired parents fall easy victims to the newest
variations on the scapegoat theory.

In my opinion, this senseless cruelty—which disinters educa-
tional sins which had been burned for decades, and uses
them as the basis for accusations which the victims cannot
answer—is unjustified. Yes “the truth loves to be centrally
located” (Melville), and few parents—since they are human—
have been perfect. But granting their mistakes, they acted as
their neurotic difficulties forced them to act. To turn the tables
and declare the children not guilty because of the impersonal
nature of their own neuroses, while at the same time the
parents are personally blamed, is worse than illogical; it is
profoundly unjust.?

And so, it would now appear, neither of the parties is respon-
sible: “they acted as their neurotic difficulties forced them to
act.” The patients are not responsible for their neurotic mani-
festations, but then neither are the parents responsible for
theirs; and so, of course, for their parents in turn, and theirs
before them. It is the twentieth-century version of the family
curse, the curse on the House of Atreus.

“But,” a critic complains, “it’s immoral to exonerate people
indiscriminately in this way. I might have thought it fit to
excuse somebody because he was born on the other side of the
tracks, if I didn’t know so many bank presidents who were
also born on the other side of the tracks.” Now, I submit that
the most immoral thing in this situation is the critic’s carica-
ture of the conditions of the excuse. Nobody is excused
merely because he was born on the other side of the tracks.
But if he was born on the other side of the tracks and was a
highly narcissistic infant to begin with and was repudiated
or neglected by his parents and . . . (here we list a finite num-
ber of conditions), and if this complex of factors is regularly

3 Edmund Bergler, The Superego (New York: Grune and Stratton,
1952), p. 320.
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followed by certain behavior traits in adulthood, and more-
over unavoidably so-—that is; they occur no matter what he
or anyone else tries to do—then we excuse him morally and
say he is not responsible for his deed. If he is not responsible
for A, a series of events occurring in his babyhood, then
neither is he responsible for B, a series of things he does in
adulthood, provided that B inevitably—that is, unavoidably
—follows upon the occurrence of 4. And according to psychi-
atrists and psychoanalysts, this often happens.

But one may still object that so far we have talked only
about neurotic behavior. Isn’t nonneurotic or normal or not
unconsciously motivated (or whatever you want to call it)
behavior still within the area of responsibility? There are
reasons for answering “No” even here, for the normal person
no more than the neurotic one has caused his own character,
which makes him what he is. Granted that neurotics are mnot
responsible for their behavior (that part of it which we call
neurotic) because it stems from undigested infantile conflicts
that they had no part in bringing about, and that are external to
them just as surely as if their behavior had been forced on
them by a malevolent deity (which is indeed one theory on
the subject); but the so-called normal person is equally the
product of causes in which his volition took no part. And if,
unlike the neurotic’s, his behavior is changeable by rational
considerations, and if he has the will power to overcome the
effects of an unfortunate early environment, this again is no
credit to him; he is just lucky. If energy is available to him in
a form in which it can be mobilized for constructive purposes,
this is no credit to him, for this too is part of his psychic leg-
acy. Those of us who can discipline ourselves and develop
habits of concentration of purpose tend to blame those who
cannot, and call them lazy and weak-willed; but what we fail
to see is that they literally cannot do what we expect; if their
psyches were structured like ours, they could, but as they are
burdened with a tyrannical superego (to use psychoanalytic
jargon for the moment), and a weak defenseless ego whose
energies are constantly consumed in fighting endless charges
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of the superego, they simply cannot do it, and it is irrational
to expect it of them. We cannot with justification blame them
for their inability, any more than we can congratulate our-
selves for our ability, This lesson is hard to learn, for we con-
stantly and naively assume that other people are constructed
as we ourselves are.

For example: A child raised under slum conditions, whose
parents are socially ambitious and envy families with money,
but who nevertheless squander the little they have on drink,
may simply be unable in later life to mobilize a drive sufficient
to overcome these early conditions. Common sense would
expect that he would develop the virtue of thrift; he would
make quite sure that he would never again endure the grind-
ing poverty he had experienced as a child. But in fact it is not
so: the exact conditions are too complex to be specified in de-
tail here, but when certain conditions are fulfilled (concerning
the subject’s early life), he will always thereafter be a spend-
thrift, and no rational considerations will be able to change
this. He will listen to the rational considerations and see the
force of these, but they will not be able to change him, even
if he tries; he cannot change his wasteful habits any more than
he can lift the Empire State Building with his bare hands. We
moralize and plead with him to be thrifty, but we do not see
how strong, how utterly overpowering, and how constantly
with him, is the opposite drive, which is so easily manageable
with us. But he is possessed by the all-consuming, all-encom-
passing urge to make the world see that he belongs, that he
has arrived, that he is just as well off as anyone else, that the
awful humiliations were not real, that they never actually
occurred, for isn’t he now able to spend and spend? The humilja-
tion must be blotted out; and conspicuous, fleshy, expensive,
and wasteful buying will do this; it shows the world what
the world must know! True, it is only for the moment; true,
it is in the end self-defeating, for wasteful consumption is the
best way to bring poverty back again; but the person with an
overpowering drive to mend a lesion to his narcissism cannot
resist the avalanche of that drive with his puny rational con-
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sideration. A man with his back against the wall and a gun at
his throat doesn’t think of what may happen ten years hence.
(Consciously, of course, he knows nothing of this drive; all
that appears to consciousness is its shattering effects; he
knows only that he must keep on spending—not why—and
that he is unable to resist.) He hasn’t in him the psychic capacity,
the energy to stem the tide of a drive that at that moment is
all-powerful. We, seated comfortably away from this flood, sit
in judgment on him and blame him and exhort him and criticize
him; but he, carried along by the flood, cannot do other-
wise than he does. He may fight with all the strength of which
he is capable, but it is not enough. And we, who are rational
enough at least to exonerate a man in a situation of “over-
powering impulse” when we recognize it to be one, do not
even recognize this as an example of it; and so, in addition to
being swept away in the flood that childhood conditions
rendered inevitable, he must also endure our lectures, our
criticisms, and our moral excoriation.

But, one will say, he could have overcome his spendthrift
tendencies; some people do. Quite true: some people do. They
are lucky. They have it in them to overcome early deficiencies
by exerting great effort, and they are capable of exerting the
effort. Some of us, luckier siill, can overcome them with but
little effort; and a few, the luckiest, haven’t the deficiencies to
overcome. It’s all a matier of luck. The least lucky are those
who can’t overcome them, even with great effort, and those
who haven’t the ability to exert the effort.

But, one persists, it isnt a matter simply of luck; it is a
matter of effort. Very well then, it’s a matter of effort; without
exerting the effort you may not overcome the deficiency. But
whether or not you are the kind of person who has it in him
to exert the effort is a matter of luck.

All this is well known to psychoanalysts. They can predict,
from minimal cues that most of us don’t notice, whether a
person is going to turn out to be lucky or not. “The analyst,”
they say, “must be able to use the residue of the patient’s
unconscious guilt so as to remove the symptom or character trait




40 Determinism

that creates the guilt. The guilt must not only be present, but
available for use, mobilizable. If it is used up (absorbed) in
criminal activity, or in an excessive amount of self-damaging
tendencies, then it cannot be used for therapeutic purposes,
and the prognosis is negative.” Not all philosophers will relish
the analyst’s way of putting the matter, but at least as a physi-
cian be can soon detect whether the patient is lucky or unlucky—
and he knows that whichever it is, it isn’t the patient’s fault. The
patient’s conscious volition cannot remedy the deficiency. Even
whether he will co-operate with the analyst is really out of the
patient’s hands: if he continually projects the denying-mother
fantasy on the analyst and unconsciously identifies him always
with the cruel, harsh forbidder of the nursery, thus frustrating
any attempt at impersonal observation, the sessions are useless;
yet if it happens that way, he can’t help that either. That fatal
projection is not under his control; whether it occurs or not
depends on how his unconscious identifications have developed
since his infancy. He can try, yes—but the ability to try enough
for the therapy to have effect is also beyond his control; the
capacity to try more than just so much is either there or it
isn’t—and either way “it’s in the lap of the gods.”

The position, then, is this: if we can overcome the effects of
early environment, the ability to do so is itself a product of
the early environment. We did not give ourselves this ability;
and if we lack it we cannot be blamed for not having it. Some-
times, to be sure, moral exhortation brings out an ability that
is there but not being used, and in this lies its occasional util-
ity; but very often its use is pointless, because the ability is not
there. The only thing that can overcome a desire, as Spinoza
said, is a stronger contrary desire; and many times there
simply is no wherewithal for producing a stronger contrary
desire. Those of us who do have the wherewithal are lucky.

There is one possible practical advantage in remembering
this. It may prevent us (unless we are compulsive blamers)
from indulging in righteous indignation and commiiting the
sin of spiritual pride, thanking God that we are not as this
publican here. And it will protect from our useless moralizings
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those who are least equipped by nature for enduring them.
As with responsibility, so with deserts. Someone commits a
crime and is punished by the state; “he deserved it,” we say
self-righteously—as if we were moral and he immoral, when
in fact we are lucky and he is unlucky—forgetting that there,
but for the grace of God and a fortunate early environment,
go we. Or, as Clarence Darrow said in his speech for the
defense in the Loeb-Leopold case:

I do not believe that people are in jail because they deserve
to be. . . . I know what causes the emotional life. . . . I know
it is practically left out of some. Without it they cannot act
with the rest. They cannot feel the moral shocks which safe-
guard others. Is [this man] to blame that his machine is
imperfect? Who is to blame? I do not know. I have never
in my life been interested so much in fixing blame as I have
in relieving people from blame. I am not wise enough to fix it.4

11

I want to make it quite clear that I have not been arguing
for determinism. Though I find it difficult to give any sense to
the term “indeterminism,” because I do not know what it
would be like to come across an uncaused event, let us grant
indeterminists everything they want, at least in words—
influences that suggest but do not constrain, a measure of
acausality in an otherwise rigidly causal order, and so on—
whatever these phrases may mean. With all this granted, exactly
the same situation faces the indeterminist and the deter-
minist; all we have been saying would still hold true. “Are
our powers innate or acquired?”

Suppose the powers are declared innate; then the villain may
sensibly ask whether he is responsible for what he was born
with. A negative reply is inevitable. Are they then acquired?
Then the ability to acquire them—was thet innate? or
acquired? It is innate? Very well then. . . .5

4 Levin, op. cit., pp. 43940, 469.

. 3W. I. Matson, “The Irrelevance of Free-will to Moral Responsi-
bility,” Mind, LXV (October 1956), p. 495.
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The same fact remains—that we did not cause our characters,
that the influences that made us what we are are influences
over which we had no control and of whose very existence we
had no knowledge at the time. This fact remains for “deter-
minism” and “indeterminism” alike. And it is this fact to
which I would appeal, not the specific tenets of traditional
forms of *“‘determinism,” which seem to me, when analyzed,
empirically empty.

“But,” it may be asked, “isn’t it your view that nothing
ultimately could be other than it is? And isn’t this determin-
istic? And isn’t it deterministic if you say that human beings
could never act otherwise than they do, and that their desires
and temperaments could not, when you consider their ante-
cedent conditions, be other than they are?”

I reply that all these charges rest on confusions.

1. To say that nothing could be other than it is, is, taken
literally, nonsense; and if taken as a way of saying something
else, misleading and confusing. If you say, “I can’t do it,” this
invites the question, “No? Not even if you want to?” “Can”
and “could” are power words, used in the context of human
action; when applied to nature they are merely anthropomor-
phic. “Could” has no application to nature—unless, of course,
it is uttered in a theological context: one might say that God
could have made things different. But with regard to inani-
mate nature “could” has no meaning. Or perhaps it is intended
to mean that the order of nature is in some sense necessary.
But in that case the sense of “necessary” must be specified. 1
know what “necessary” means when we are talking about
propositions, but not when we are talking about the sequence
of events in nature.

2. What of the charge that we could never have acted
otherwise than we did? This, I submit, is simply not true. Here
the exponents of Hume-Mill-Schlick-Ayer “soft determinism”
are quite right. 1 could have gone to the opera today instead
of coming here; that is, if certain conditions had been differ-
ent, I should have gone. I could have done many other things
instead of what I did, if some condition or other had been
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different, specifically if my desire had been different. I repeat
that “could” is a power word, and “I could have done this”
means approximately “I should have done this if I had wanted
to.” In this sense, all of us could often have done otherwise
than we did. I would not want to say that I should have done
differently even if all the conditions leading up to my action
had been the same (this is generally not what we mean by
“could” anyway); but to assert that I could have is empty, for
if I did act different from the time before, we would auto-
matically say that one or more of the conditions were differ-
ent, whether we had independent evidence for this or not,
thus rendering the assertion immune to empirical refutation.
(Once again, the vacuousness of “determinism.”)

3. Well, then, could we ever have, not acted, but desired
otherwise than we did desire? This gets us once again to the
heart of the matter we were discussing in the previous section.
Russell said, “We can do as we please but we can’t please as
we please.” But I am persuaded that even this statement con-
ceals a fatal mistake. Let us follow the same analysis through.
“I could have done X” means “I should have done X if I had
wanted to.” “I could have wanted X” by the same analysis
would mean “I should have wanted X if I had wanted to”—
which seems to make no sense at all. (What does Russell
want? To please as he doesn’t please?)

What does this show? It shows, I think, that the only
meaningful context of “can” and “could have” is that of
action. “Could have acted differently” makes sense; “could
have desired differently,” as we have just seen, does not.
Because a word or phrase makes good sense in one context, let
us not assume that it does so in another.

I conclude, then, with the following suggestion: that we
operate on two levels of moral discourse, which we shouldn’t
confuse; one (let’s call it the upper level) is that of actions;
the other (the lower, or deeper, level) is that of the springs
of action. Most moral talk occurs on the upper level. It is
on this level that the Hume-Mill-Schlick-Ayer analysis of
freedom fully applies. As we have just seen, “can” and




44 Determinism

“could” acquire their meaning on this level; so, I suspect, does
“freedom.” So does the distinction between compulsive and
noncompulsive behavior, and among the senses of “responsi-
bility,” discussed in the first section of this paper, according
to which we are responsible for some things and not for
others. All these distinctions are perfectly valid on this level
(or in this dimension) of moral discourse; and it is, after all,
the usual one—we are practical beings interested in changing
the course of human behavior, so it is natural enough that 99
per cent of our moral talk occurs here.

But when we descend to what I have called the lower level
of moral discourse, as we occasionally do in thoughtful moments
when there is no immediate need for action, then we
must admit that we are ultimately the kind of persons we are
because of conditions occurring outside us, over which we had
no control. But while this is true, we should beware of extend-
ing the moral terminology we used on the other level to this
one also. “Could” and “can,” as we have seen, no longer have
meaning here. “Right” and “wrong,” which apply only to
actions, have no meaning here either. I suspect that the same
is true of “responsibility,” for now that we have recalled often
forgotten facts about our being the product of outside forces,
we must ask in all seriousness what would be added by saying
that we are not responsible for our own characters and tem-
peraments. What would it mean even? Has it a significant
opposite? What would it be like to be responsible for one’s
own character? What possible situation is describable by this
phrase? Instead of saying that it is false that we are responsi-
ble for our own characters, I should prefer to say that the
utterance is meaningless—meaningless in the sense that it
describes no possible situation, though it seems to because the
word “responsible” is the same one we used on the upper
level, where it marks a real distinction. If this is so, the result
is that moral terms—at least the terms “could have” and
“responsible”—simply drop out on the lower level. What
remains, shorn now of moral terminology, is the point we tried
to bring out in Part II: whether or not we have personality
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disturbances, whether or not we have the ability to overcome
deficiencies of early environment, is like the answer to the
question whether or not we shall be struck down by a dread
disease: “it’s all a matter of luck.” It is important to keep this
in mind, for people almost always forget it, with consequences

in human intolerance and unnecessary suffering that are
incalculable.

NECESSITY, INDETERMINISM, AND SENTIMENTALISM

SIDNEY HOOK

The fatal error in the papers of Professors Hospers and
Edwards, as read, is that they alternate between two concep-
tions of “moral responsibility”—one, a conception of moral
responsibility as empsy but meaningful, and the other as
vacuous and meaningless. On the first conception, although it
may be true in fact that no one is morally responsible, we can
state the conditions under which one might be. We can differ-
entiate between the two states. On the second, there are no
possible conditions under which anyone can be declared
“morally responsible.” The expression has no intelligible oppo-
site and thus makes no sense.

The force of most of their arguments, which gives them an
air of high moral concern, is based on the assumption that
under certain circumstances individuals are being improperly
considered responsible. Hospers actually says that “frequently
persons we think responsible are not properly to be called so,”
and Edwards implies the same thing. They explicitly appeal
against the injustice of improperly blaming the morally innocent
who, because their desires are determined, are the victims,

) From Sidney Hook, “Necessity, Indeterminism, and Sentimentalism,”
in Determinism and Freedom in the Age of Modern Science, edited by
Sidney Hook. New York: Collier Books, 1961, pp. 187-192.




