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Dedicated to My Brother Frank A. Bruce

Frank was reluctant to write the words below, but he did at my request because it’s an opportunity to show that people still do good deeds. This can help restore people’s faith in humanity.

“I’ve put some thought into this, and here a few Good Deeds I’ve done.

“I’ve bought breakfast more than once for complete strangers at my favorite local diner (Tommy’s Diner) just because they looked like they could use a free meal. 

“A woman came into Tommy’s Diner, looking like she could use a decent meal and would appreciate it being free. I watched as she walked through the restaurant and sat down. I thought to myself, ‘Buy her lunch.’ I fought the urge and told myself no. I looked at her after she ordered and received her meal and thought to myself, ‘Buy her lunch.’ Again, I told myself no. She is a complete stranger, and money is hard to come by for me as well as everyone else. I was in line at the check-out waiting to pay my bill. She came up and got into line behind me and I thought to myself, ‘Buy her lunch!’ I looked at her, she looked at me, I reached out and grabbed her ticket, but she didn’t want to let go. I told her sort of sternly, ‘I don’t know why, but I really, really want to pay for your lunch. I know we are complete strangers, but I feel like I am supposed to pay for your lunch. Will you please give me the pleasure of paying for this?’ She almost cried, but she did allow me the pleasure. 

“In Columbus, Ohio, almost always someone is at the gas station wanting money. One day this guy asked for money. I asked him, ‘Why do you want money?’ He said he’s hungry. (If you don’t know, Speedway has hotdogs and other food and drink items.) I said, ‘Come inside, I’ll buy you something to eat.’ He was a really nice guy. His name was Dave, and he was an Army veteran; he may have been a little mentally ill after serving in the military. He talked to me about the war (don’t know what war) and how he was over there fighting bulldozers. I think a couple of hotdogs and a hot coffee made his day. It really put a smile on his face. I ended up liking this guy and I’d look for him when I was getting gas so I could help him out. 

“One time a guy came in the restaurant selling an old leather jacket for $10.00 so he could get some gas. It didn’t fit me, and I didn’t want it anyway, but I bought it and then donated the jacket. 

“A woman was driving her car with the alarm going off, so I helped her figure out how to turn it off. She had the key fob, so I’m sure she didn’t steal the car. 

“These are a few of the good deeds I’ve had the pleasure of doing.”

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.

A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But, in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

In her book titled I Have Chosen to Stay and Fight, comedian Margaret Cho writes, “I believe that we get complimentary snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all receive them in a different way.” For Ms. Cho, many of her snack-size portions of the afterlife come in hip hop music. Other people get different snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all must be on the lookout for them when they come our way. And perhaps doing good deeds and experiencing good deeds are snack-size portions of the afterlife.

The Zen master Gisan was taking a bath. The water was too hot, so he asked a student to add some cold water to the bath. The student brought a bucket of cold water, added some cold water to the bath, and then threw the rest of the water on a rocky path. Gisan scolded the student: “Everything can be used. Why did you waste the rest of the water by pouring it on the path? There are some plants nearby which could have used the water. What right do you have to waste even a drop of water?” The student became enlightened and changed his name to Tekisui, which means “Drop of Water.”
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Preface
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This book consists of a number of philosophical arguments that I find interesting and that I think that some other people may find interesting.

May you be struck by philosophical lightning.

My series of books on interesting philosophical arguments mainly consist of notes in essay form that I have made on the various books that I have used as textbooks in the philosophy courses that I have taught at Ohio University. These textbooks include various editions of the following:

• Exploring Ethics, by Donald M. Borchert and David Stewart

• Exploring the Philosophy of Religion, by David Stewart

• Fundamentals of Philosophy, by David Stewart and H. Gene Blocker

• An Introduction to Modern Philosophy, by Alburey Castell, Donald M. Borchert, and Arthur Zucker

I hope that other people find these notes in essay form useful.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Challenges to Ethics
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Chapter 1.1: ​Brand Blanshard (1892-1987): A Determinist

Brand Blanshard is a determinist. Of the two kinds of determinists, he is a soft determinist. According to the determinists, everything is caused, with no exceptions. Hard determinists will not allow us to speak of free will; however, soft determinists take some of the causes working on us and call them free will.

Key Definitions

At the beginning of his essay (“The Case for Determinism,” in Determinism and Freedom in the Age of Modern Science, edited by Sidney Hook), Blanshard does what many good philosophers do: He defines his terms.

The simple definition of determinism is “All things are caused,” while a precise definition of determinism states, “Every event A is so connected with a later event B, that given A, B must occur.” 

On the other hand, the precise definition of indeterminism is “There is some event B that is not so connected with any previous event A that, given A, it must occur.” 

In simpler words, determinism means “If A, then B,” while indeterminism means “If A, then not necessarily B.”

Three Objections to Determinism

Blanshard then does what many good philosophers do: He outlines the objections to his position and replies to them. Indeterminists frequently make three objections to determinism. Blanshard states each objection, then criticizes it.

The First Objection: We have stubborn feelings of freedom.

There is no doubt that human beings have stubborn feelings of freedom. When we have an important decision, often we wrestle with it. We don’t ask, What are my heredity and environment determining that I must do? Instead, we ask, What ought I to do? Very often, we must make important decisions, and we believe that what we decide is up to us, not up to our heredity and environment.

Blanshard believes that if we examine our decisions later, we will see why we were caused to make that particular decision. For example, high school students often must decide which university they will attend. This is an important decision, and making the decision is frequently agonizing. However, Blanshard says that if these students examine their decision later, they will see why they were caused to make whatever decision they made. For example, let’s say that one student decides to attend a university close to home. That student may later examine that decision and discover that he is not yet sufficiently independent of his parents to move far from home. He still needs the security of being able to come home on the weekends.

I am not convinced by Blanshard’s reasoning. What about our less important decisions? Determinism states that every event is caused, but suppose that I need to decide whether to walk down this street or another street to reach a destination. Both streets are about the same, and both streets will get me to my destination, so what causes me to choose to walk on this street rather than another street?

The Second Objection: Science has embraced indeterminism.

One interpretation of quantum physics states that quantum particles behave randomly; that is, they are not caused to act as they do. Since determinism claims that all events are caused, all the indeterminists need in order to refute determinism is one uncaused event. This the indeterminists claim to have discovered with quantum physics.

Blanshard’s reply to this criticism is that the scientific debate is still on. Scientists such as Einstein believe that “God does not play dice with the universe” — that is, God has made the universe deterministic and orderly. Other scientists disagree. When scientists have not made up their mind, philosophers should not encroach on their territory.

In addition, Blanshard says, even if indeterminism exists on the micro-level (that is, the quantum level), this does not necessarily mean that indeterminism exists on the macro-level (that is, on the level of human beings). In other words, quantum particles could behave randomly, yet human beings could still be determined.

In my opinion, if quantum particles do indeed behave randomly, then determinism (which says that everything is caused) has been refuted. However, we would still need to investigate whether human beings are capable of free will.

The Third Objection: Determinism makes a mess of morality.

The third objection is that determinism makes a mess of morality. After all, two of the assumptions behind morality are that we are free to chose between acts and we ought to choose to do the act that is good. But if we have no choice in what we do, we are incapable of acting morally.

By the way, free will is an assumption of our legal system. If we are not free to choose our actions (say because of insanity), then we will be found not guilty even if we did in fact perform a criminal act.

Blanshard says that this objection has already been answered by other philosophers (but he doesn’t tell us which philosophers). He also says that the real objection is to a view of Humankind as a kind of mechanical puppet, blindly following the forces acting on him. Blanshard says that he also objects to this view of Humankind.

In this case, Blanshard has sidestepped the question, and indeed has substituted a different question. This is not fair on Blanshard’s part.

Causality in the Psychological Domain

Blanshard states that more than one level of causality is working on human beings. 

Law of Association

In the first level, we have a law of association. For example, we step on a tack and we feel pain. We go without food for a long time and we feel hungry. This first level is very basic and is mechanistic.

Causality of the Highest Level

But things are different at the highest level, where we are under constraint by an ideal. This ideal can be aesthetic, logical, or moral. When we surrender ourselves to that aesthetic, logical, or moral ideal, then we are shaped by that ideal. We are determined, but Blanshard says that being determined by an ideal is what we call “freedom.” (As a soft determinist, Blanshard allows us to talk about freedom, but that “freedom” has been determined.)

When we follow an ideal, we are not free to do anything we want. If someone follows an aesthetic ideal — for example, an artist attempts to paint a masterpiece — the artist is not free to slap paint any which way on the canvas. Instead, the artist may add a daub of yellow to one corner of the painting because it is needed to create a harmony in the painting.

Similarly, if someone follows a logical ideal — for example, a logician attempts to create a new logic system — that logician is not free to create any logic he wants. Instead, he will create his assumptions, but then he must follow the rules he has created and apply them systematically.

Again, if someone follows a moral ideal — for example, a utilitarian tries to bring about the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest number of people — that person is not free to do whatever she wants. Instead, she has a rule she must follow: She must do what will bring about the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest number of people. For example, this may lead her to become active in civil rights.

I think we can criticize Blanshard on his view of causality of the highest level. Blanshard believes constraint by an ideal is determined; however, I don’t believe that it fits the deterministic model of “If A, then B.”

Instead, I believe that the ideal is a future possibility that we can choose or not choose to attempt to make actual. The painter may choose to try to make his conception of a masterpiece an actual work of art; the logician may choose to try to create a new logic; the utilitarian may choose to try to create a society in which all are happy. However, in each case, the person may choose not to attempt to do these things.

To me, constraint by an ideal fits the indeterministic model of “If A, then not necessarily B.” Yes, I do have an idea of a masterpiece, but it is up to me whether I try to actually create a masterpiece. Yes, I do have an idea of a new logic, but it is up to me whether I try to actually create a new logic. Yes, I do have an idea of a happy society, but it is up to me whether I try to actually create a happy society.

By the way, according to many religions, human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception. (Source: Jakob J. Petuchowski, translator and editor, Our Masters Taught (New York: Crossroad, 1982), p. 19.)

Note: The quotations by Brand Blanshard that appear in this essay are from his essay “The Case for Determinism,” which appears in Determinism and Freedom in the Age of Modern Science (New York: New York University Press, 1958), edited by Sidney Hook.
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Chapter 1.2: ​C.A. Campbell (1897-1974): An Indeterminist
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C.A. Campbell is an indeterminist; that is, he believes that some acts are free. True, he believes that we can do a free act only in the situation of moral temptation, but it is still possible that we do a free act.

Campbell begins by discussing the two conditions that are necessary for a free act: 1) the act must be self-caused, self-determined; that is, the agent must be the sole cause of the act, and 2) an alternative action must have been really possible for the agent. When these two conditions are met, says Campbell, then you have a free act.

The Situation of Moral Temptation

In the situation of moral temptation, says Campbell, a free act is possible. By the situation of moral temptation, Campbell means that we are faced with two choices. One choice (Choice A) is what is morally right, what the call of duty says we ought to do. The second choice (Choice B) is what is wrong, incompatible with Choice A, but is what our formed character (the result largely of our heredity and environment) leads us to greatly desire. Because our formed character leads us to greatly desire Choice B and ignore the faint call of duty that says we ought to make Choice A, we have the possibility of a free act if through an act of the will, we choose to do Choice A — the morally correct act.

Here’s an example — thanks to Dr. Donald Borchert, who used it during his lectures in Phil 130 (Ethics) at Ohio University. G.I. Bob is in Paris, where he meets a beautiful French woman who wants to have an affair with him. The French woman even asks G.I. Bob to her apartment. When they arrive, she goes into her bedroom to put on “something more comfortable.” (G.I. Bob is luckier than I am — when my date goes into her bedroom to put on “something more comfortable” she always comes back dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt.) Since the French woman is beautiful, and since G.I. Bob’s formed character cries out for him to have an affair (in our society, it seems that if a guy has a chance for a one-night stand, he almost always will take it), the line of least resistance is for him to have the affair.

However, G.I. Bob has a fiancée back in Athens, Ohio, and there is a faint call of duty telling him he ought to be faithful to his fiancée. Now, please realize that in this example, G.I. Bob’s hormones are screaming for him to sleep with the beautiful French woman. G.I. Bob also realizes that his affair will make a great story to tell in locker room bull sessions. But opposed to all the desire G.I. Bob has to have the affair, there is still the faint call of duty telling him that he ought to be faithful to his fiancée. However, in this situation, G.I. Bob’s formed character clearly is in favor of him having the affair as opposed to any other choice.

In a situation like this, there are two ways for G.I. Bob to choose to not have the affair. One, through discovering new information, G.I. Bob’s formed character could lead him to desire to choose Choice A (the morally right act) rather than to choose Choice B (to have the affair). For example, G.I. Bob could accidentally see a medicine bottle in the French woman’s apartment and realize that the medicine is used to treat a venereal disease. In a case such as that, G.I. Bob’s formed character would tell him not to have the affair. However, in a case such as that, G.I. Bob is not performing a free act because he is simply following the line of least resistance. He now desires strongly not to have the affair and so he doesn’t.

Or, G.I. Bob, through an effort of the will, could decide to go against his formed character and do the morally right act. In a case such as this, according to Campbell, G.I. Bob is performing a free act. According to Campbell, the pursuit of the faint call of duty in the situation of moral temptation is a free act.

Campbell Contra the Critics

Next, Campbell responds to two criticisms commonly made against indeterminism:


1) “If libertarianism (that is, indeterminism) is true, prediction is impossible. Prediction is possible. Therefore, libertarianism is untrue.”

Campbell’s response to this criticism is that prediction and libertarianism are compatible. After all, having free will does not mean that we are free to do anything whatsoever. Indeed, according to Campbell, the only time it is possible to do a free act is in the situation of moral temptation. Most of the time we do what our character as formed by heredity and environment wants us to do.

2) “Is not the talk of free-will confusing and unintelligible? What sense does it make to talk about a self-determination by something other than the self’s character? Is not talk of ‘two’ selves in conflict confusing?”

Campbell’s response is that talk of two selves in conflict makes perfect sense to those who have experienced it. All of us have been in the situation of moral temptation, and therefore all of us have been of two minds about something. All of us have felt the self of formed character urging us to do the wrong thing, and all of us have felt the self of decision urging us to listen to the faint call of duty and do the right thing. 



In addition, there is a third criticism that could possibly be made against Campbell, but which he does not address: 


3) Could not one say that the Situation of Moral Temptation is a situation of homeostasis (a situation in which there are balanced forces), for example, the balanced forces of duty versus temptation?

Campbell’s possible response could be that no, it is not a situation of homeostasis. In the situation of moral temptation, one is more strongly tempted to do the wrong thing than to do the right thing. It is only by an effort of the will that one is able to listen to the faint call of duty and do the right thing.



Finally, the strategy of refutation that Campbell has used is that of counterexample. He has given an example that the determinists are supposed to be able to explain, but which Campbell feels they cannot explain.

Note: The quotations by C.A. Campbell that appear in this essay are from his essay “In Defense of Free Will,” which appears in An Introduction to Ethics (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1977), edited by Robrt E. Dewey and Robert H. Hurlbutt III.
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Chapter 1.3: ​Baron d’Holbach (1723-1789): A Determinist and William James (1842-1910): A Defender of Free Will
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Baron d’Holbach: A Determinist

Baron d’Holbach is a Naturalist. As such, he is a complete Naturalist and propagated the Naturalistic outlook in several books, including the System of Nature. Like many others, he was impressed with the discoveries of Isaac Newton — so impressed that he believed that since Nature followed deterministic laws, it must be the case that humans follow deterministic laws as well.

Holbach doesn’t use arguments to present his case; however, he is a vivid writer who uses metaphors to get his point across. One piece of evidence he uses is that we are born without our permission. Other than that, he simply states his main thesis time after time. He says a man’s life is like a line that Nature commands him to describe upon the earth — wherever Nature draws the lines, no matter how they swerve or how straight they are, there the man must go. In another metaphor, man is compared to a swimmer caught in a current. Sometimes he struggles against the current, sometimes he consents to the current’s carrying him along. But whether he consents or not, the current carries him along.

In a series of testimonies, Holbach illustrates his thesis that each decision we make is not a free choice, but is shaped by our heredity and our environment. In one of his testimonies, a choleric or angry man testifies that he desires revenge because that is what he has been taught by his society. Other testimonies are given by a voluptuary and a miser, as well as others. 

One characteristic of Holbach’s theory is that it is not falsifiable. No matter what illustration you give of a man freely acting, Holbach will say that the man’s action is determined. In no single case does a man act freely, according to Holbach. In every case, a person’s actions are determined. 

Some philosophers have suggested that if a theory or a statement is not falsifiable, then it is nonsense. For example, let’s suppose I have a very special philosophy textbook. Under this textbook lives a shy little elf. No one has ever seen this shy little elf because it disappears whenever someone tries to look at it. Even if you bring in special equipment to sense the shy little elf, the equipment won’t work because the shy little elf has the power to elude the sensory functions of the equipment.

Who believes that the shy little elf exists? Probably no one. We can’t prove that the shy little elf does not exist, but we do judge as nonsense the theory that the shy little elf exists. If you can’t falsify a theory, then that theory may be nonsense.

William James: Defender of Free Will

The American philosopher William James is a strong foe of determinism. He is a pragmatist and believes that we can judge whether statements are true or false on the basis of their consequences — as long as no other way of judging exists. If the evidence favors one theory over another, then we must believe the evidence and conclude that the theory the evidence favors is true — no matter how much we dislike its consequences. But if the evidence is not conclusive, then we are justified in making a choice between theories on the basis of their consequences.

How is it possible to prove that man is determined? How is it possible to prove that man has free will? If neither theory can be proven by evidence, we need another method of choosing between theories. James’ pragmatism provides that method.

In his essay “The Dilemma of Determinism,” James draws out the consequences of determinism and says that they are such as to make people pause. He admits that he can’t prove that the theory of determinism is false, but he points out that the consequences are undesirable.

To draw out these consequences, James points out that we all make regret judgments. A regret judgment occurs when we regret that something happens and wish that something else could have occurred in its place. 

James says that we regret that murders occur and tells the story of the Brockton murder: A man grew tired of his wife, took her to a deserted spot, and then shot her five times. As she lay bleeding on the ground, she said, “You didn’t do it on purpose, did you, dear?” The man replied, “No,” as he raised a rock and smashed her skull.

All of us must regret that such a murder should take place. The evil here is pre-meditated and self-assured. What happens when a determinist looks at such a murder? According to the determinist, the murder had to take place. The universe is set up in such a way that the murder was caused, and nothing else could have happened in its place. 

This is a very pessimistic view of life and of the universe. Nothing could have happened in the place of the murder, so no one could have acted to stop the murder. 

The determinist could bite the bullet at this point and accept this consequence of his philosophy. It’s open to the determinist to say, “It’s too bad that the universe is set up in this way, but that’s the way the universe is. We can’t change reality; all we can do is to accept it.”

James does leave an escape route — or so it seems. If you are a determinist who does not want to be a pessimist, James says that you should abandon your judgments of regret. You should ignore your judgments of regret and instead realize that “on every hand, in a small way, we find a certain amount of evil is a condition by which a higher form of good is brought.” Thus, you ought to abandon your judgments of regret.

However, you have already made your judgments of regret. Even if you abandon your judgments of regret, you have already made them. Because you are a determinist, you have to believe that you couldn’t have done anything but make those judgments of regret at the time you made them. The universe has been set up in such a way that you must make those judgments of regret, even though you decide now there is nothing to regret. You couldn’t have done anything different. The universe has been set up in such a way that it makes a fool of you.

But don’t you have to regret that the universe made a fool of you? Don’t you have to regret that you made your regret judgments in the first place? Therefore, the apparent escape from pessimism to optimism doesn’t work. You fall right back into pessimism.

James does leave a real escape hatch for the determinist who wants to escape from pessimism. The way out is through subjectivism. When you look at what happens, including evils, in the world, you could look at them as a “contrivance for deepening the theoretical consciousness of what goodness and evil in their intrinsic natures are.” Thus, “Life is one long eating of the tree of knowledge” — that is, knowledge of good and evil.

If you are a subjectivist, you are concerned with yourself as subject, as opposed to an objectivist, who is concerned with things as being objectively knowable by all rational beings. The major positions in ethics are those of the objectivist and the subjectivist. The objectivist believes moral principles such as “Do not murder” are objective and are knowable by all rational beings. 

On the other hand, the subjectivist believes all moral principles are subjective; that is, they can vary according to the person who holds them. The subjectivist believes that what is morally right for one person may not be morally right for another person. Thus, the same act may be both right and wrong at the same time — right when one person does it, wrong when another person does it.
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