"If determinism is true, we have no free will, and are therefore not responsible for our actions. If determinism is false, then our actions are random, and we are likewise not responsible for them. Either way, morality is bunk." Discuss.

This essay will argue for the thesis that the truth or falsity of determinism does not bear upon issues of moral responsibility, that a meaningful account of moral responsibility can be given whatever the outcome of the debate over determinism, and that such an account can be formulated along the lines of that posited by Peter Strawson in his article Freedom and Resentment
.
Before Strawson’s solution to the problem is considered, we must first outline just what the problem is. Let us first turn to the problem of the truth of determinism. It is generally understood that to be responsible for an action, Φ, the agent who performed the action could have decided not to do Φ. But if determinism is true, then for all events, including Φ, there preceded causally sufficient conditions
 for that event to occur; that is to say, the causal conditions prior to Φ ruled out its not happening. Assuming the causally sufficient conditions for Φ obtained, then Φ could not have not occurred; therefore the agent could not have decided not to do Φ, and is not morally responsible for Φ.
An answer to this problem is obviously just to suggest that determinism is false; that some events are not necessitated by their foregoing causal conditions. This does not do enough, however, to salvage moral responsibility. As has been pointed out by several compatibilist philosophers, if there is no causal explanation for an act, then the act did not originate with the physical entity we call the self, and thus the agent (or self) performing the act cannot possibly be held morally responsible for it. This seems an obvious enough insight: how could I possibly hold someone praiseworthy/ blameworthy of something they did which was good/ bad if they merely did it by chance? If someone by chance drops money in a beggars lap, we do not commend him as we do someone who gives the money out of their generosity and kindliness: it was not an action which we attribute to his character, and therefore does not merit praise. As Hume says of actions, “where they proceed not from the character and disposition of the person who performed them, they can neither redound to his honour, if good; nor infamy, if evil.”

The falsity of determinism seemingly being incompatible with an account of moral responsibility, we now turn back to the case of determinism being true and re-examine our argument to see if it was indeed rigorous. Do we have some way of showing that it isn’t, and hopefully thus reconciling the apparent opposition between determinism and responsibility? One possible way is to show that our argument in paragraph two rests on an ambiguity. A popular way of doing so is to distinguish the sense of ‘could have’ in a sentence such as (i) if determinism is true then it’s false that an action that didn’t happen could have happened from the sense it carries in a sentence like (ii) an agent is morally responsible for an action which they could have not done. In (ii) ‘could have’ carries a negative sense, meaning that the action was unconstrained, and that the agent was not compelled or coerced (hence they could have not done it); whereas in (i) it carries the positive meaning that the action was necessitated by prior conditions, it happened inexorably as a result of some preceding state of affairs (hence it is incorrect that it could have not happened).
This distinction between the two meanings of ‘could have’ in these two sentences is plausible, and if true reveals that the inference being made in the argument in paragraph two is from Φ being a causally necessitated action, to it being one which was either constrained, coerced or compelled, and thus the argument is deceptive. It is clearly not a valid inference; it is possible that the action was causally necessitated without it being true that it was in some way constrained, compelled or coerced. For instance, when I decided to stay in bed and not go to lectures this morning, I was not coerced or compelled into not going, and I was certainly not constrained; but determinism would declare the action causally necessitated by prior states of affairs. The truth that it was determined does not entail that I was not responsible on the reading we have given sentence (ii).
However, given this argument, there is yet room for more important analysis of the concepts we are dealing with, and we can enquire as to whether in our understanding of (ii) we have offered a coherent understanding of ‘could have’: for, if we have not, then we must fall back on the reading that makes determinism inconsistent with moral responsibility, or else find another meaning of the sentence. We have said that on our reading of (ii) the action ‘could have’ happened if it was not constrained, compelled or coerced. But do these three Cs make an action one that ‘could not have happened’ in the same sense? A constraint seems to be something external, for example being tied up or otherwise physically restrained, and it is true that in such instances of constraint the person could not do otherwise no matter what their decision. Compulsion seems a less immediately physical impediment: being compelled could involve hypnotic suggestion, for instance, or a psychological malady such as kleptomania. Still, these seem to be instances in which the person could not have done otherwise, i.e. ones where the agent is genuinely not morally responsible. 
However, coercion is a much murkier concept. If I am held at gun point by some bank robbers and forced to chauffeur them from the scene of the crime, then I am not acting as I would have done had I not been threatened in this way. My decision is pushed one way by the threat of being shot, and so there is a sense in which we want to claim that, being a rational agent, I could not have done otherwise. However, this is a very different sense of ‘could not have done’ from the examples given for constraint and compulsion. In actual fact, I could have rebelled against my rationality and done otherwise: I was physically able to; I just would have been shot as a consequence.
What can we deduce from this further distinction? Whereas constraint and compulsion are unproblematic - I simply could not have done the act had I wanted to - coercion is a different matter: it does not stop the agent from acting one way or the other (but merely makes one option more attractive). So why is the person not completely morally responsible? Is this a hole in our understanding of sentence (ii)? If so do we have to reject this reading and go back to the drawing board: determinism once again being inconsistent with an account of moral responsibility?

In this instance it is possible to argue that the driver with the gun to his head is certainly more responsible
 than the people who are utterly compelled or coerced into performing some action: however this begs the more substantive question; what is it about certain obstacles to action that warrants suspending our moral judgment? What is about the mind of a kleptomaniac, as against a normal mind, that alleviates moral responsibility? What is it about the coercion of being brainwashed, or forcibly indoctrinated, that mitigates moral accountability as opposed to a normal education doing so? In order to offer an account of moral responsibility that is coexistent with the truth of determinism these matters must be clarified.
This is where the ideas in Peter Strawson’s article enter into the fray. Strawson says that, whilst the pessimist about determinism is at a loss to provide this account, and thus declares that if we are to accept determinism we must reject moral responsibility, the optimist hopes to show that moral practises “in no way lose their raison d’étre if the thesis of determinism is true.” To what does the optimist appeal in his assertion? To the efficacy of moral approbation, punishment, condemnation, commendation and the like in regulating human behaviour and achieving desired outcomes. The pessimist replies that such practises presuppose moral guilt which rests on responsibility, which requires the freedom which we do not have if determinism is true. The optimist counters that the type of freedom we consider here is not incompatible with determinism; that in this sense ‘free’ actions are ones which the agent has enough control over, that if we treat them with moral approbation or condemnation, they will be able to regulate accordingly. This is the grounding of our moral treatment of others: attempting to control their behaviour in desirable ways. Because we are able to do so, they are able to regulate their behaviour, and in this sense they are both free (to alter the actions) and morally responsible.
Several of the things we have already discussed (compulsion, constraint, coercion, etc.) that mitigate against moral responsibility do so because to punish or reward people for actions executed in such circumstances would not lead to them altering their behaviour in desirable ways. For instance, reprimanding or punishing the kleptomaniac for stealing will not cease or lessen the kleptomaniac’s behaviour: they will steal just as frequently. Therefore we do not blame them; they are not responsible, as there is no point for us to regard them as such. Equally, if someone accidentally does something that we find desirable then we do not shower them with approbation or rewards because this will not increase the likelihood of them accidentally doing it again: serendipity is not under their conscious control.
This ‘optimist’ account of moral practise is labelled by Jonathon Bennett
 the ‘Schlickian’ theory, so called because such a principle was held by Moritz Schlick. Bennett (who espouses a Strawsonian account of moral practise) gives a concise explanation of such a Schlickian theory. Such theories do not, for example, hold babies, insane people, ignorant people, those under extreme coercion (such as torture), as morally responsible, because it is useless to punish those who are too immature, too ill, too obtuse, too pressurised, as they will not reform their behaviour in the future. These theories are appealing and interesting because they accord with our actual practises of moral praise-giving and blame-giving: we do not treat the mentally ill, the overly young, the coerced etc. as fully morally responsible for their actions. And the argument seems even more credible when we consider that we mete out our praise and blame on a sliding scale that closely maps the sliding scale of the affects that praise and blame might have; that is, as praise and blame become more or less useful to regulate human behaviour, they are deployed respectively more or less. For instance, with a child there is a curious mixture of reprimanding them when we think it will condition their behaviour, and excusing them sometimes, as we understand that they are not fully worthy of praise or blame because such behaviours would not wholly have an effect on their behaviour (insofar as moral instruction is stultified by their immaturity).
Why then does Strawson reject the Schlickian account of morality, and what does he put in its place? These two questions coincide: he rejects the account as it lacks what Strawson calls reactive attitudes, and this is what shall take the place of the theory in a proper account of moral responsibility (an account which will, incidentally, pertain whether or not determinism is true or false). The Schlickian moral theory takes an objective attitude towards human beings. It treats them as subjects of study, and seeks to streamline their moral actions towards behaviours that are deemed desirable. People are seen as things “to be managed or handled or cured or trained”. This view seems to be dehumanising, and so it is, but that is a normative argument, and we either have to do some work to show that normative arguments count as arguments against the viability of the theory, or find some other reasons for rejecting it. As it is, we will do both.
To explain what is lacking in the Schlickian view, (which sees everyone in every instance through the objective attitude
), we must examine Strawson’s reactive attitudes. The constituent feelings that make up a reactive attitude are called reactive feelings; feelings such as resentment, gratitude, blame, approbation etc. Such feelings can be remedied sometimes by taking the objective attitude; however this appears only to be appropriate in some instances. The instances in which it is regarded appropriate to inhibit one’s reactive feelings and look upon the agent in terms of a subject to be studied, responding fittingly to their ‘case’, are instances in which we do not regard the agent as fully morally responsible. What determines moral responsibility? The ability to fit into a social web of inter-personal relationships. For example, with the mentally ill, we do not hold reactive attitudes towards them because they are unable to form inter-personal relationships. However, with every normally functioning human being who is free of coercive or compulsive contexts we form reactive attitudes. That is, if they kick me in the face for no reason, I properly feel resentment towards them, because they clearly (if not deranged or compelled to do so) harbour ill-will towards me. I have a reactive attitude towards such a person (an attitude which demands that they have good-will, or at least indifference, towards me); resentment in this case is a reactive feeling such an attitude allows me to have.
As well as specific agents who cannot form inter-personal relationships (that is, who cannot participate in relationships based on normal reactive attitudes; can’t have “normal participant reactive attitudes”) there are cases of behaviour where the agent is perhaps under extreme stress, or coercion, when he acted otherwise than he would have normally. There are also particular acts where it is not the agent we see as someone towards whom we should suspend our ordinary reactive attitudes, but rather the act as one that it is inappropriate to have such attitudes in respect of. For instance, if the agent doesn’t realise he is doing something wrong, if it is an accident (they were pushed and trod on my hand for example) then I suspend my reactive feelings.
In all these cases then (with those unable to have normal reactive attitudes, those who are under abnormal pressures or those instances in which people’s actions do not represent ill-will towards me but merely ill-luck) one does not see the acts in the context of inter-personal relations and does not form reactive attitudes, but steps back and take an objective attitude towards them. In the case of the mentally ill for example we should properly treat them therapeutically, and take into account the kind of efficacy, with respect to treating them in such a way as to improve their behaviour, as the Schlickian lends to every moral case.

The Schlickian view does not account for these reactive attitudes. Strawson’s theory does this whilst also accounting for situations in which we may want to step back and take an objective attitude: it incorporates both reactive and objective attitudes, integrates them, uses the distinction to show exactly how we come to treat certain people as exempt from moral responsibility (or certain actions as not worthy of reactive feelings) and as a consequence is far more convincing and congruent with everyday experience. As, presumably, just being a better description of what we do isn’t good enough to licence adopting Strawson’s view unequivocally, we may now ask (as noted above) the normative question: assuming both the Schlickian and Strawsonian views are available to us, which would we prefer? 
Seeing as we are actually embedded in inter-personal relationships, feel reactive attitudes such as resentment, annoyance, gratitude, and such, which are not always conducive, and certainly not necessary, to always taking an objective attitude; and seeing as it would be inhuman to attempt to constantly inhibit such reactive attitudes in the name of treating others as subjects of study (a process dehumanising in itself for people in normal participant inter-personal relationships); it is safe to conclude Strawson’s theory triumphs.
Strawson’s is a descriptive account, detailing just how humans do in fact treat each other. Therefore the issue of determinism cannot rule out the possibility of us actually treating each other in such ways: it cannot be physically impossible, as it actually happens. It has, as Strawson notes, never been contended by any determinist that normal human behaviour does not take place in a framework of inter-personal relationships; that normal human behaviours are not reactive attitudes operating in such a framework; that human beings are incapable of forming participant reactive attitudes. Indeed, it would be inconsistent to suppose that the mitigating circumstances of irregularity (which commonly cause us to adopt an objective attitude) apply to everyone: “it cannot be a consequence of any thesis which is not self-contradictory that abnormality is the universal condition”. The challenge cannot be a factual one. Humans do form these relationships; they do have these reactive attitudes.
Therefore the only sort of challenge must be one of justification. Can we justify these practises? Strawson’s reply is an emphatic yes. We cannot in fact question them easily because they constitute the framework of our moral attitudes, and so give us the system in which we make evaluative decisions: “The commitment [to ordinary inter-personal attitudes] is part of the general framework of human life, not something that can come up for review as particular cases can”. It is, Strawson contends, psychologically impossible to step outside these mores; that a theoretical conviction could shake us from these attitudes seems unfeasible. When we do part with our reactive attitudes it is only ever because of some abnormality (in either the event or the agent) that precludes a normal reactive feeling. 
Furthermore, even if we could rid ourselves of our reactive attitudes, (“to have what we cannot have”), then we would not make such a decision on the basis of the truth or falsity of determinism. A theoretical doctrine gives us no compelling reasons for abandoning the moral framework in which we live our lives. Though, whilst logically it is not impossible to say why determinism should make us want to give up our practises, it still seems a fantastical and unreal project; and, at any rate, the onus is on the pessimist (or anyone else who wants to take up the challenge) to do so.
In conclusion, the problem is a theoretical debate such that, whilst we can initially come up with convincing arguments for why either the truth, or falsity, of the thesis of determinism might render moral responsibility unintelligible, on closer inspection we see that our moral practices are not impeded by or decisive upon this debate; that they carry on uninterrupted; that they make distinctions of a different nature; and that ultimately neither the affirmation nor the negation of the thesis bears upon our willingness to continue holding reactive attitudes, and thus living lives characterised by a capacity to hold and be held morally responsible. 
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