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1. 
 

[In this section, Strawson refers to incompatibilists as pessimists about 
determinism, and compatibilists as optimists about it.  He suggests that 
when optimism is formulated properly, the pessimists might find it 
acceptable.] 
 
Some philosophers say they do not know what the thesis of 
determinism is. Others say, or imply, that they do know what it is. 
Of these, some — the pessimists perhaps — hold that if the thesis 
is true, then the concepts of moral obligation and responsibility 
really have no application, and the practices of punishing and 
blaming, of expressing moral condemnation and approval, are 
really unjustified. Others — the optimists perhaps — hold that 
these concepts and practices in no way lose their raison d’être if 
the thesis of determinism is true. … This lecture is intended as a 
move towards reconciliation; so is likely to seem wrongheaded to 
everyone. 
 
But can there be any possibility of reconciliation between such 
clearly opposed positions as those of pessimists and optimists 
about determinism? Well, there might be a formal withdrawal on 
one side in return for a substantial concession on the other. Thus, 
suppose the optimist’s position were put like this:  
 

(1) the facts as we know them do not show determinism to be 
false;  

(2)  the facts as we know them supply an adequate basis for 
the concepts and practices which the pessimist feels to be 
imperilled by the possibility of determinism’s truth.  

 

2 

Now it might be that the optimist is right in this, but is apt to give 
an inadequate account of the facts as we know them, and of how 
they constitute an adequate basis for the problematic concepts and 
practices; that the reasons he gives for the adequacy of the basis 
are themselves inadequate and leave out something vital. It might 
be that the pessimist is rightly anxious to get this vital thing back 
and, in the grip of his anxiety, feels he has to go beyond the facts 
as we know them; feels that the vital thing can be secure only if, 
beyond the facts as we know them, there is the further fact that 
determinism is false. Might he not be brought to make a formal 
withdrawal in return for a vital concession? 
 
 

2. 
 
[Strawson considers the traditional compatibilist view that ‘free’ actions 
are simply those that are appropriate candidates for punishment, since 
punishment will be effective in inhibiting such actions.  He agrees with 
the pessimist/incompatibilist that the account is lacking some vital 
ingredient of moral responsibility, so that the optimist needs to say 
something more.] 
 
Let me enlarge very briefly on this, by way of preliminary only. 
Some optimists about determinism point to the efficacy of the 
practices of punishment, and of moral condemnation and approval, 
in regulating behaviour in socially desirable ways.  In the fact of 
their efficacy, they suggest, is an adequate basis for these practices; 
and this fact certainly does not show determinism to be false. To 
this the pessimists reply, all in a rush, that just punishment and 
moral condemnation imply moral guilt and guilt implies moral 
responsibility and moral responsibility implies freedom and 
freedom implies the falsity of determinism. And to this the 
optimists are wont to reply in turn that it is true that these practices 
require freedom in a sense, and the existence of freedom in this 
sense is one of the facts as we know them. But what ‘freedom’ 
means here is nothing but the absence of certain conditions the 
presence of which would make moral condemnation or punishment 
inappropriate. They have in mind conditions like compulsion by 
another, or innate incapacity, or insanity, or other less extreme 
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forms of psychological disorder, or the existence of circumstances 
in which the making of any other choice would be morally 
inadmissible or would be too much to expect of any man. To this 
list they are constrained to add other factors which, without exactly 
being limitations of freedom, may also make moral condemnation 
or punishment inappropriate or mitigate their force: as some forms 
of ignorance, mistake, or accident. And the general reason why 
moral condemnation or punishment are inappropriate when these 
factors or conditions are present is held to be that the practices in 
question will be generally efficacious means of regulating 
behaviour in desirable ways only in cases where these factors are 
not present. Now the pessimist admits that the facts as we know 
them include the existence of freedom, the occurrence of cases of 
free action, in the negative sense which the optimist concedes; and 
admits, or rather insists, that the existence of freedom in this sense 
is compatible with the truth of determinism. Then what does the 
pessimist find missing? When he tries to answer this question, his 
language is apt to alternate between the very familiar and the very 
unfamiliar.  Thus he may say, familiarly enough, that the man who 
is the subject of justified punishment, blame or moral 
condemnation must really deserve it; and then add, perhaps, that in 
the case at least where he is blamed for a positive act rather than an 
omission, the condition of his really deserving blame is something 
that goes beyond the negative freedoms that the optimist concedes. 
It is, say, a genuinely free identification of the will with the act. 
And this is the condition that is incompatible with the truth of 
determinism. 
 
The conventional, but conciliatory, optimist need not give up yet. 
He may say: Well, people often decide to do things, really intend 
to do what they do, know just what they’re doing in doing it; the 
reasons they think they have for doing what they do, often really 
are their reasons and not their rationalizations. These facts, too, are 
included in the facts as we know them. If this is what you mean by 
freedom — by the identification of the will with the act — then 
freedom may again be conceded. But again the concession is 
compatible with the truth of the determinist thesis. For it would not 
follow from that thesis that nobody decides to do anything; that 
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nobody ever does anything intentionally; that it is false that people 
sometimes know perfectly well what they are doing. I tried to 
define freedom negatively. You want to give it a more positive 
look. But it comes to the same thing. Nobody denies freedom in 
this sense, or these senses, and nobody claims that the existence of 
freedom in these senses shows determinism to be false. 
 
But it is here that the lacuna in the optimistic story can be made to 
show.  For the pessimist may be supposed to ask: But why does 
freedom in this sense justify blame, etc.?  You turn towards me 
first the negative, and then the positive, faces of a freedom which 
nobody challenges. But the only reason you have given for the 
practices of moral condemnation and punishment in cases where 
this freedom is present is the efficacy of these practices in 
regulating behaviour in socially desirable ways. But this is not a 
sufficient basis, it is not even the right sort of basis, for these 
practices as we understand them. 
 
Now my optimist, being the sort of man he is, is not likely to 
invoke an intuition of fittingness at this point. So he really has no 
more to say. And my pessimist, being the sort of man he is, has 
only one more thing to say; and that is that the admissibility of 
these practices, as we understand them, demands another kind of 
freedom, the kind that in turn demands the falsity of the thesis of 
determinism. But might we not induce the pessimist to give up 
saying this by giving the optimist something more to say? 
 
 

3. 
 
[Here Strawson focuses on participant reactive attitudes, e.g. feelings of 
resentment or gratitude from someone who has been wronged or helped.  
As a matter of empirical psychology, these participant reactive attitudes 
depend very strongly on what we take to be the intentions of people 
whose behaviour impacts us.] 
 
What I have to say consists largely of commonplaces. So my 
language, like that of commonplaces generally, will be quite 
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unscientific and imprecise. The central commonplace that I want to 
insist on is the very great importance that we attach to the attitudes 
and intentions towards us of other human beings, and the great 
extent to which our personal feelings and reactions depend upon, 
or involve, our beliefs about these attitudes and intentions. … If 
someone treads on my hand accidentally, while trying to help me, 
the pain may be no less acute than if he treads on it in 
contemptuous disregard of my existence or with a malevolent wish 
to injure me. But I shall generally feel in the second case a kind 
and degree of resentment that I shall not feel in the first. If 
someone’s actions help me to some benefit I desire, then I am 
benefited in any case; but if he intended them so to benefit me 
because of his general goodwill towards me, I shall reasonably feel 
a gratitude which I should not feel at all if the benefit was an 
incidental consequence, unintended or even regretted by him, of 
some plan of action with a different aim. … 
 
The object of these commonplaces is to try to keep before our 
minds something it is easy to forget when we are engaged in 
philosophy, especially in our cool, contemporary style, viz. what it 
is actually like to be involved in ordinary interpersonal 
relationships, ranging from the most intimate to the most casual. 
 

4. 
 
[In some circumstances we take an ‘objective’ rather than reactive 
attitude toward a person who harms us.  Acceptance of determinism, 
however, would not and should not lead to reactive attitudes being 
eliminated.] 
 
Let us consider, then, occasions for resentment: situations in which 
one person is offended or injured by the action of another and in 
which — in the absence of special considerations — the offended 
person might naturally or normally be expected to feel resentment. 
Then let us consider what sorts of special considerations might be 
expected to modify or mollify this feeling or remove it altogether. 
It needs no saying now how multifarious these considerations are. 
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But, for my purpose, I think they can be roughly divided into two 
kinds.  
 
[Strawson isn’t much concerned with the first kind of case, where a 
psychologically normal and competent person does harm through no 
fault of their own, since “they didn’t know”, etc.] 
 
The second group of considerations is very different.  I shall take 
them in two subgroups of which the first is far less important than 
the second. In connection with the first subgroup we may think of 
such statements as ‘He wasn't himself’, ‘He has been under very 
great strain recently’, ‘He was acting under post-hypnotic 
suggestion’; in connection with the second, we may think of ‘He’s 
only a child’, ‘He’s a hopeless schizophrenic’, ‘His mind has been 
systematically perverted’, ‘That’s purely compulsive behaviour on 
his part’. Such pleas as these do, as pleas of my first general group 
do not, invite us to suspend our ordinary reactive attitudes towards 
the agent, either at the time of his action or all the time. They do 
not invite us to see the agent’s action in a way consistent with the 
full retention of ordinary inter-personal attitudes and merely 
inconsistent with one particular attitude. They invite us to view the 
agent himself in a different light from the light in which we should 
normally view one who has acted as he has acted…. 
 
The second and more important subgroup of cases allows that the 
circumstances were normal, but presents the agent as 
psychologically abnormal — or as morally undeveloped. The agent 
was himself; but he is warped or deranged, neurotic or just a child. 
When we see someone in such a light as this, all our reactive 
attitudes tend to be profoundly modified. …[we adopt] … what 
might be called the objective attitude (or range of attitudes) to 
another human being … To adopt the objective attitude to another 
human being is to see him, perhaps, as an object of social policy; 
as a subject for what, in a wide range of sense, might be called 
treatment … 
 
What I have called the participant reactive attitudes are essentially 
natural human reactions to the good or ill will or indifference of 
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others towards us, as displayed in their attitudes and actions. The 
question we have to ask is: What effect would, or should, the 
acceptance of the truth of a general thesis of determinism have 
upon these reactive attitudes?  More specifically, would, or should, 
the acceptance of the truth of the thesis lead to the decay or the 
repudiation of all such attitudes? Would, or should, it mean the end 
of gratitude, resentment, and forgiveness; of all reciprocated adult 
loves; of all the essentially personal antagonisms? 
 
But how can I answer, or even pose, this question without knowing 
exactly what the thesis of determinism is? Well, there is one thing 
we do know; that if there is a coherent thesis of determinism, then 
there must be a sense of ‘determined’ such that, if that thesis is true, 
then all behaviour whatever is determined in that sense. 
Remembering this, we can consider at least what possibilities lie 
formally open; and then perhaps we shall see that the question can 
be answered without knowing exactly what the thesis of 
determinism is. We can consider what possibilities lie open 
because we have already before us an account of the ways in which 
particular reactive attitudes, or reactive attitudes in general, may be, 
and, sometimes, we judge, should be, inhibited. Thus I considered 
earlier a group of considerations which tend to inhibit, and, we 
judge, should inhibit, resentment, in particular cases of an agent 
causing an injury, without inhibiting reactive attitudes in general 
towards that agent.  Obviously this group of considerations cannot 
strictly bear upon our question; for that question concerns reactive 
attitudes in general. But resentment has a particular interest; so it is 
worth adding that it has never been claimed as a consequence of 
the truth of determinism that one or another of these considerations 
was operative in every case of an injury being caused by an agent; 
that it would follow from the truth of determinism that anyone who 
caused an injury either was quite simply ignorant of causing it, or 
had acceptably overriding reasons for acquiescing reluctantly in 
causing it or,…, etc. The prevalence of this happy state of affairs 
would not be a consequence of the reign of universal determinism, 
but of the reign of universal goodwill. We cannot, then, find here 
the possibility of an affirmative answer to our question, even for 
the particular case of resentment. 
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Next, I remarked that the participant attitude, and the personal 
reactive attitudes in general, tend to give place, and it is judged by 
the civilized should give place, to objective attitudes, just in so far 
as the agent is seen as excluded from ordinary adult human 
relationships by deep-rooted psychological abnormality — or 
simply by being a child. But it cannot be a consequence of any 
thesis which is not itself self-contradictory that abnormality is the 
universal condition. 
 
… our question reduces to this: could, or should, the acceptance of 
the determinist thesis lead us always to look on everyone 
exclusively in this way? For this is the only condition worth 
considering under which the acceptance of determinism could lead 
to the decay or repudiation of participant reactive attitudes. 
 
It does not seem to be self-contradictory to suppose that this might 
happen. So I suppose we must say that it is not absolutely 
inconceivable that it should happen. But I am strongly inclined to 
think that it is, for us as we are, practically inconceivable. The 
human commitment to participation in ordinary inter-personal 
relationships is, I think, too thoroughgoing and deeply rooted for 
us to take seriously the thought that a general theoretical 
conviction might so change our world that, in it, there were no 
longer any such things as inter-personal relationships as we 
normally understand them; and being involved in inter-personal 
relationships as we normally understand them precisely is being 
exposed to the range of reactive attitudes and feelings that is in 
question. ... 
 
It might be said that all this leaves the real question unanswered, 
and that we cannot hope to answer it without knowing exactly 
what the thesis of determinism is. For the real question is not a 
question about what we actually do, or why we do it. It is not even 
a question about what we would in fact do if a certain theoretical 
conviction gained general acceptance. It is a question about what it 
would be rational to do if determinism were true, a question about 
the rational justification of ordinary inter-personal attitudes in 
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general. To this I shall reply, first, that such a question could seem 
real only to one who had utterly failed to grasp the purport of the 
preceding answer, the fact of our natural human commitment to 
ordinary inter-personal attitudes. This commitment is part of the 
general framework of human life, not something that can come up 
for review as particular cases can come up for review within this 
general framework. And I shall reply, second, that if we could 
imagine what we cannot have, viz, a choice in this matter, then we 
could choose rationally only in the light of an assessment of the 
gains and losses to human life, its enrichment or impoverishment; 
and the truth or falsity of a general thesis of determinism would not 
bear on the rationality of this choice. 
 
 

5. 
 
[In this section Strawson considers non-participant reactive attitudes, i.e. 
the attitudes of onlookers when someone is helped or harmed.  These 
attitudes include praise and blame, moral indignation, etc.  There are 
also “self-reactive” attitudes of feeling morally bound or obliged, and 
feeling guilty, remorseful or ashamed.  As with the participant reactive 
attitudes, Strawson argues that accepting determinism would not, and 
should not, lead to giving up these attitudes.] 
 
 

6. 
 
[Finally Strawson aims to show that an improved compatibilism will give 
the pessimist (incompatibilist) everything she wants, in terms of blame 
and punishment being just, and not merely effective.  There’s no need for 
the pessimist to resort to crazy metaphysics to fill the gap.] 
 
And now we can try to fill in the lacuna which the pessimist finds 
in the optimist’s account of the concept of moral responsibility, 
and of the bases of moral condemnation and punishment; and to 
fill it in from the facts as we know them. For, as I have already 
remarked, when the pessimist himself seeks to fill it in, he rushes 
beyond the facts as we know them and proclaims that it cannot be 
filled in at all unless determinism is false. 
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Yet a partial sense of the facts as we know them is certainly 
present to the pessimist’s mind. When his opponent, the optimist, 
undertakes to show that the truth of determinism would not shake 
the foundations of the concept of moral responsibility and of the 
practices of moral condemnation and punishment, he typically 
refers, in a more or less elaborated way, to the efficacy of these 
practices in regulating behaviour in socially desirable ways. These 
practices are represented solely as instruments of policy, as 
methods of individual treatment and social control. The pessimist 
recoils from this picture; and in his recoil there is, typically, an 
element of emotional shock. He is apt to say, among much else, 
that the humanity of the offender himself is offended by this 
picture of his condemnation and punishment. 
 
The reasons for this recoil — the explanation of the sense of an 
emotional, as well as a conceptual, shock — we have already 
before us. The picture painted by the optimists is painted in a style 
appropriate to a situation envisaged as wholly dominated by 
objectivity of attitude. The only operative notions invoked in this 
picture are such as those of policy, treatment, control. But a 
thoroughgoing objectivity of attitude, excluding as it does the 
moral reactive attitudes, excludes at the same time essential 
elements in the concepts of moral condemnation and moral 
responsibility. This is the reason for the conceptual shock. The 
deeper emotional shock is a reaction, not simply to an inadequate 
conceptual analysis, but to the suggestion of a change in our world. 
I have remarked that it is possible to cultivate an exclusive 
objectivity of attitude in some cases, and for some reasons, where 
the object of the attitude is not set aside from developed inter-
personal and moral attitudes by immaturity or abnormality. And 
the suggestion which seems to be contained in the optimist’s 
account is that such an attitude should be universally adopted to all 
offenders. This is shocking enough in the pessimist’s eyes. But, 
sharpened by shock, his eyes see further. It would be hard to make 
this division in our natures. If to all offenders, then to all mankind. 
Moreover, to whom could this recommendation be, in any real 
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sense, addressed?  Only to the powerful, the authorities. So abysses 
seem to open. 
 
We must mention also the self-reactive attitudes of offenders 
themselves. Just as the other-reactive attitudes are associated with 
a readiness to acquiesce in the infliction of suffering on an 
offender, within the ‘institution’ of punishment, so the self-reactive 
attitudes are associated with a readiness on the part of the offender 
to acquiesce in such infliction without developing the reactions 
(e.g. of resentment) which he would normally develop to the 
infliction of injury upon him; i.e. with a readiness, as we say, to 
accept punishment as ‘his due’ or as ‘just’…. 
 
… [Whether we are] savage or civilized, we have some belief in 
the utility of practices of condemnation and punishment. But the 
social utility of these practices, on which the optimist lays such 
exclusive stress, is not what is now in question. What is in question 
is the pessimist’s justified sense that to speak in terms of social 
utility alone is to leave out something vital in our conception of 
these practices. The vital thing can be restored by attending to that 
complicated web of attitudes and feelings which form an essential 
part of the moral life as we know it, and which are quite opposed 
to objectivity of attitude. Only by attending to this range of 
attitudes can we recover from the facts as we know them a sense of 
what we mean, i.e. of all we mean, when, speaking the language of 
morals, we speak of desert, responsibility, guilt, condemnation, 
and justice. But we do recover it from the facts as we know them. 
We do not have to go beyond them. Because the optimist neglects 
or misconstrues these attitudes, the pessimist rightly claims to find 
a lacuna in his account. We can fill the lacuna for him. But in 
return we must demand of the pessimist a surrender of his 
metaphysics. … 
 
If we sufficiently, that is radically, modify the view of the optimist, 
his view is the right one. It is far from wrong to emphasize the 
efficacy of all those practices which express or manifest our moral 
attitudes, in regulating behaviour in ways considered desirable; or 
to add that when certain of our beliefs about the efficacy of some 

12 

of these practices turn out to be false, then we may have good 
reason for dropping or modifying those practices. What is wrong is 
to forget that these practices, and their reception, the reactions to 
them, really are expressions of our moral attitudes and not merely 
devices we calculatingly employ for regulative purposes. Our 
practices do not merely exploit our natures, they express them. 
Indeed the very understanding of the kind of efficacy these 
expressions of our attitudes have turns on our remembering this. 
When we do remember this, and modify the optimist's position 
accordingly, we simultaneously correct its conceptual deficiencies 
and ward off the dangers it seems to entail, without recourse to the 
obscure and panicky metaphysics of libertarianism. 
 


