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A Wittgensteinian account of free will and moral responsibility
Stefan Rummens and Benjamin De Mesel (KU Leuven)

Abstract

In this chapter we deal with the challenge to the existence of free will and moral responsibility that is raised by the threat of determinism from a Wittgensteinian perspective. Our argument starts by briefly recapitulating Wittgenstein’s analysis of the practice of doubt in On Certainty. We subsequently turn to the problem of free will. We argue that the existence of free will is a basic certainty and that the thesis of determinism fails to cast doubt on it. We thereby make use of – but also try to go beyond – Wittgenstein’s own remarks in his “Lectures on Freedom of the Will”. In the final section we focus more explicitly on moral responsibility. Inspired by P.F. Strawson’s work on free will and moral responsibility, which we take to be deeply Wittgensteinian, we argue that our practices of holding each other responsible manifest basic human certainties which cannot be meaningfully challenged by invoking the thesis of determinism.

But someone who asks such a question is overlooking the fact that a doubt about existence only works in a language-game. Hence, that we should first have to ask: what would such a doubt be like?
Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §24

1. Introduction 

Whereas many philosophers wonder whether free will and moral responsibility even exist, their existence is, in real life, taken for granted in everything that we do. When we are out on a walk in the woods and arrive at the crossroads, we assume – barring special circumstances or obstacles – that we can freely choose which way to go. We can decide impulsively or more deliberately, but we always proceed with the certainty that several options are available to us, that the choice is ours to make and that we will, subsequently, be able to pursue the path that we have chosen. Similarly, when a friend asks me for help, I am free to choose whether or not I will come to her assistance. I might have to deliberate about which action is, morally speaking, the right one, but, again, I never question the fact that the choice is mine and that, consequently, I will be held accountable for the decision I have made. Indeed, our human form of life is such that freedom always comes with responsibility. Again, barring special circumstances, we unhesitatingly hold people accountable for their actions and we naturally react, for instance, with guilt or blame when we come to believe that we or others have acted wrongly.

Some philosophers warn us, however, that these human practices could be based on an illusion. Readily impressed by the regularities they observe in the natural world and the progress made by the sciences, they conjure up the threat of determinism, i.e. the picture of a universe that is strictly ruled by rigid laws of nature that uniquely determine everything that will happen in the future, including the choices that we make. If this picture turns out to be true, so they argue, our belief in free will and moral responsibility is nothing more than a dire mistake and our moral practices and reactive attitudes should, consequently, be criticised as deeply misguided.

In this chapter, we want to approach the challenge to the existence of free will and moral responsibility that is raised by the threat of determinism from a Wittgensteinian perspective. In On Certainty Ludwig Wittgenstein provides us with a compelling analysis of the practice of doubting. He argues that a meaningful doubt can only be raised in the context of a language game. This language game is itself connected to the way we act in the world through the certainties of our acting. These certainties cannot be rationally justified but can also not be doubted. They provide, instead, the background framework against which meaningful questions can be raised and possible answers investigated and assessed. 

When a philosopher tries to cast doubt on some of our basic beliefs or challenges some of our basic practices, we can, therefore, not simply assume that the doubt is legitimate and meaningful. We first have to ask “what the doubt is like” (OC, §24) by explaining how the doubt fits into our human language game. As Wittgenstein emphasises in Philosophical Investigations, this means that we have to bring “words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use” (PI, §116). Philosophers cannot simply rely on grand metaphysical notions or theories but have to explain how the questions they raise connect with the things we do and encounter in the real world. In the case of the debate on free will, this means, more specifically, that the possible incompatibility of freedom and determinism cannot be assessed on the basis of abstract or metaphysical concepts but has to be assessed by investigating how the notions of “freedom”, “moral responsibility” and “determinism” actually operate within and affect our human language game and our human practices. 
The upshot of the analysis presented here is that the challenge of determinism ultimately fails. Although the thesis of determinism presents us with an ominous picture of our role and place in the universe, in the end, in its everyday use, it only implies that the universe is such that we, as human beings, are sometimes able to make certain predictions about future events. This ability to predict is, however, fundamentally limited and cannot undermine our human practices in which we assume that, generally, alternative possibilities are available to us, that we have control over our own choices and that we can and should be held accountable for these choices. The existence of free will and moral responsibility are basic certainties that lie at the heart of our human form of life and cannot be meaningfully challenged, not even by the truth of determinism.

Our argument starts by briefly recapitulating Wittgenstein’s analysis of the practice of doubt in On Certainty (1). We subsequently turn to the problem of free will. We argue that the existence of free will is a basic certainty (2) and that the thesis of determinism fails to cast doubt on it (3). We thereby make use of – but also try to go beyond – Wittgenstein’s own remarks in his “Lectures on Freedom of the Will” (LFW).
 In the final section (4) we focus more explicitly on moral responsibility. Inspired by P.F. Strawson’s work on free will and moral responsibility, which we take to be deeply Wittgensteinian, we argue that our practices of holding each other responsible manifest basic human certainties which cannot be meaningfully challenged by invoking the thesis of determinism. 

2. Basic certainties

One of the funnier and more instructive remarks in On Certainty is one where Wittgenstein is sitting close to a tree together with a philosopher:

I am sitting with a philosopher in the garden; he says again and again “I know that that’s a tree,” pointing to a tree that is near us. Someone else arrives and hears this, and I tell him: “This fellow isn’t insane. We are only doing philosophy” (OC, §467).

Here, Wittgenstein intimates that there is a point at which the (sceptical) doubt of the philosopher regarding the existence of the tree becomes meaningless and starts to resemble madness. When I see the silhouette of a tree at the horizon, I might wonder whether I am not mistaken and whether it is not actually a flagpole. In this case, however, this is a meaningful doubt and I know how to resolve it – for instance, by moving closer. And when I am in front of what indeed turned out to be a tree, I could, perhaps, still wonder whether it is not a plastic replica used by the film crew that was here last week and check by picking a bit of the bark. But when, after all is said and done, the tree in front of me really looks like a tree, feels like a tree and smells like a tree, the possible grounds for doubt ultimately run out. It is now a certainty that I am in front of a tree. The sceptical insistence that maybe we still do not know for sure becomes idle because it is no longer clear what this remaining doubt is like or how it could ever be resolved within our human language game.

The claim that “this is a tree” when I’m standing in front of a tree, is an example of the kind of basic certainties discussed by Wittgenstein. Other examples include “this is my hand”, while looking at my hand (OC, §1), the claim that 12 x 12 = 144 (OC, §§651-655) or the fact that the earth existed long before I was born (OC, §84). These certainties can be neither doubted nor justified. Instead, they provide the system or framework within which meaningful questions could be raised, such as “Is that a tree over there or a flagpole?”, “Is 18453 a prime number?” or “How old is planet earth?”.

Although a full analysis of the grammar of the practice of doubt is beyond present purposes
, we could summarise Wittgenstein’s results on the basis of the seven key features of basic certainties identified in a previous publication by one of the authors (Rummens 2013): 

i.  basic certainties cannot be meaningfully doubted;

ii.  basic certainties cannot be justified;

iii.  basic certainties are certainties of our acting;

iv.  doubt regarding basic certainties is a form of insanity;

v.  basic certainties are the preconditions of local doubt;

vi.  basic certainties form a system;

vii.  basic certainties are not necessarily certain.

Although most of these features should by now already be relatively clear, we can briefly go through them. 

(i) Meaningful doubt needs to be situated in our language game and, thus, connected to the things we do or could encounter in the world (OC, §2, §24, §88, §93, §247). At a certain point, the possibilities for doubt run out. When I look at my hand, it cannot be doubted that it is indeed my hand and when someone suggests that two plus two might perhaps not be four, it is entirely unclear what that could possibly mean. 

(ii) Basic certainties cannot themselves be justified (OC, §192, §§204–205, §307). Trying to argue that the tree in front of me is indeed a tree because it has branches and leaves does not add anything to my certainty because the existence of the branches and the leaves is not more (and not less) certain than the existence of the tree itself. Justification – like doubt – at a certain point has to come to an end and this is where “we hit rock bottom”. 

(iii) The fact that certainties cannot be justified does not make them in any way less certain since they are the certainties of our acting (OC, §7, §110, §196, §204, §254, §342). When we encounter a tree on our walk through the woods, we automatically walk around it because we know for certain that trees are solid and, hence, we cannot walk through them. When I want to dry my clothes, I put them in the sun on the riverbank and not in the running water. When I put two apples in my empty basket and then two more, I will be able to retrieve four apples when I get home, no more and no less. 

(iv) At one point Wittgenstein says that “in order to make a mistake, a man must already judge in conformity with mankind” (OC, §156). This means that mistakes, like doubts, always already presuppose sufficient mastery of the language game that we all share. Mistakes are, therefore, different from madness, which consists in the refusal to act in accordance with the basic certainties and, thus, in an inability to play along in our human form of life (OC, §71, §155, §254, §611). When someone insists, for instance, that human beings can leave the room through closed doors and repeatedly runs into the door in order to prove his point or when he intends to demonstrate that people can fly by jumping out of the window on the fifth floor, we will start to worry and consider a medical intervention. 

(v) As already explained, the basic certainties constitute the framework or system within which meaningful questions can be raised and possible answers investigated and assessed (OC, §94, §105, §115, §205). Meaningful doubt is always local and presupposes prior certainty.

That is to say, the questions that we raise, and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn (OC, §341).
(vi) Basic certainties always refer to (indefinitely) many other certainties which together form a system (OC, §102, §105, §108). When we learn to master our language as children, we are not introduced to isolated judgments or singular certainties, but it is rather a “[t]otality of judgments [that] is made plausible to us” (OC, §140) whereby light only “dawns gradually over the whole” (OC, §141).

(vii) It is important to emphasise, as a final characteristic of basic certainties, that certainties should not be understood as some kind of “propositions” that are “necessarily true” irrespective of the context or the location in space and time in which they are used. A sentence expressing a basic certainty in one situation does not necessarily always express a basic certainty in every other situation as well. Two different kinds of cases in which this happens could be distinguished. Basic certainties are, first of all, always only certainties in a specific context (OC, §25, §98). When we are still far away, the claim that “it is a tree” could still be questioned, whereas the same claim amounts to a basic certainty when are standing in front of it and all possible sources of doubt have been removed. Secondly, since “the river-bed of thoughts may shift” (OC, §97), basic certainties could also change through time (OC, §256). While Wittgenstein himself presented the claim that no one has ever been on the moon as an example of a basic certainty (OC, §117), this certainty no longer holds. Whereas the fact that the earth is round could, nowadays, be considered to be a basic certainty, a couple of centuries ago, it still was a contested empirical claim.

Of course, even after this analysis of our practice of doubting, the sceptic could remain unconvinced and suggest that our language game does contain the means to doubt, for instance, the existence of the tree in front of us. Many sceptics make use, implicitly or explicitly, of the idea that our language should ideally somehow “mirror” the structure of reality itself and that we have no guarantee that this is indeed the case.
 We could, for all we know, be brains-in-a-vat or we could be part of The Matrix. However, these classical sceptical thought experiments nicely illustrate what Wittgenstein means when he says that we should “bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use” (PI, §116). When someone is making a drawing of a building, it indeed makes sense to ask whether or not the drawing adequately mirrors the structure of the building. This makes sense because, in our everyday lives, we are in a position from which we can compare the drawing and the building. When the same metaphor of the mirror is now used to suggest that, possibly, our language does not adequately reflect the structure of reality, we are moving into the metaphysical realm and our argument starts to idle. The idea of language mirroring reality refers to a vantage point from which the two could be compared – a vantage point which, inevitably, would have to lie outside of language and outside of reality. Such an imaginary position remains entirely unconnected to our actual form of life and can, therefore, never serve to generate and support a legitimate doubt. In order to give meaning to the idea that, maybe, the world we experience is merely an illusion, something else is needed. We would need to have some idea of how the distinction between the “real world” and the “world in which we are merely brains-in-a-vat” could be made in terms of the things that we could actually do or that could actually happen to us. As long as no such account is available, the distinction between the two remains meaningless. 

Avowedly, the picture of language as a mirror of reality is a very strong one and one that tends to “hold us captive” (PI, §115). In such a case, the task of the philosopher – in the therapeutic sense of the word advocated by Wittgenstein – consists in explaining how this picture can lead us astray and trigger us to raise philosophical problems which are meaningless (PI, §119, §133, §309). In the next sections, we will see that the thesis of determinism generates its own similar picture, i.e., the picture of the universe-as-seen-from-nowhere. When this picture holds us captive, it misleadingly makes us wonder whether, in spite of the certainties of our acting, freedom and moral responsibility are, perhaps, merely an illusion.

3. Freedom of will as a basic certainty

One of the first things to notice when we look at the everyday use of the concept of “free will” is that we actually rarely make use of it. When we say that someone has made a choice or has made a decision, we seldom feel the need to emphasise that the choice was a free choice. If things are normal, when we choose and decide, it is implied that we do so freely. Attention to the issue of free will is generally only drawn in circumstances where we have reason to doubt that someone has decided freely. When a friend suddenly hands over all of his money to a stranger, we could question whether this was a free choice. Maybe he was drunk when he did this? Perhaps he was under the influence of his new medication? Perhaps he was blackmailed or threatened? Or when someone arrives late through the heavy storm because she took the long road home, we could wonder why she made this unwise decision, but then remember that the normal route is blocked this week due to road works, so she could not have done otherwise.

The same point is emphasised by Wittgenstein, when he indicates that the use of the word “free” or “responsible” is intricately connected with the fact that we have criteria for distinguishing between situations in which we are free and situations in which we are not:

You can distinguish cases in which you say “The man is free” and “The man is not free”, “The man is responsible” and “The man is not responsible” (LFW, 437).

You could, for instance, say that if he was drunk he couldn’t have chosen otherwise: “Alcohol increases the temptation to do certain things colossally” (LFW, 437).

These criteria are used to identify the special cases in which people’s actions are unfree and in which, therefore, they cannot simply be held accountable or responsible for what they have done.
 The criteria that we have – referring, e.g., to the lack of alternative possibilities, to the presence of forms of compulsion or threat, or to the fact that people are underage or mentally ill – all allow to raise local doubts about the presence of free will or responsibility because the criteria all refer to circumstances or obstacles that we are (potentially) able to identify and which mark a contrast with the ordinary cases in which they are absent.
 As Wittgenstein rightly remarks, this also entails that these criteria cannot be used to raise a generalised doubt, that we cannot use them to reduce ordinary cases (of free action) to the special cases in which free will is absent:

We [i.e., the sceptics] are comparing the case of a human being with those special cases where we would say that a man was decided: where we would say that he thought he was deciding freely, but was actually compelled. Why should anyone be inclined to compare ordinary cases with such a very special case? (LFW, 435).

The sceptic comparing the ordinary case with the special case of compulsion resembles the philosopher sitting in the garden looking at the tree and insisting, rather desperately, that she knows that it is a tree. Just as we have criteria for distinguishing between a flagpole and a tree or between a tree and a plastic replica, we have criteria for distinguishing between free and unfree actions. But once we have eliminated all possible reasons for doubt relating to these criteria, then, in the end, our doubts come to rest, and the tree is a tree. Similarly, when there was, e.g., no blackmail, no other kind of threat, no mental impairment or drug use, then, in the end, the choice was a free choice after all, meaning, in the case of our example, that my friend indeed freely decided to hand over his money. With the tree as with free will, when we have exhausted all possible sources of doubt available in our language game, we hit rock bottom and the case is closed

Of course, the sceptic will not be convinced and will argue that in the case of free will, there are still additional sources of doubt available since, more specifically, the thesis of determinism provides the means to challenge the existence of free will, even in the ordinary cases. Before we deal with that challenge more explicitly in the next section, we would first like to briefly go over the seven features of basic certainties to further substantiate our claim that the existence of free will – in ordinary cases – is indeed a basic certainty of our human form of life.

(i) The existence of free will cannot be meaningfully doubted. As argued, meaningful doubt is doubt that is situated within a language game. This means that we need to have some idea of what the doubt “is like” and what we could possibly do or what would have to happen to us in order to resolve it (OC, §24). The usual criteria for identifying an unfree action meet this condition since we know how to recognise blackmail or how to identify a mental disturbance. In contrast, the sceptical claim that perhaps all of our actions are unfree because they are determined fails in this regard. Unless we have some understanding of how we could, in practice, make a distinction between a world in which our actions are “really free” and a world in which they are “actually unfree” (perhaps because they are “determined”), this distinction makes no sense. Here, the claim that we are, perhaps, unfree is comparable to the claim that we are, perhaps, all brains-in-a-vat.

(ii) The existence of free will cannot be justified. As Wittgenstein argued, it is a defining feature of all our practices of doubt and inquiry that justification comes to an end. Philosophers would therefore be advised not to try to prove the existence of free will. Attempting, for instance, to justify its existence by positing some sort of special causal powers in our minds would be a bad idea because we would be trying to explain what is clear from what is obscure (and, most likely, meaningless). 

(iii) The existence of free will is a certainty of our acting. The fact that the existence of free will cannot be proven or rationally justified does not detract in any way from its certainty: 

My choice is free means nothing other than: I can choose. And that I often choose is surely unquestionable. What one calls “free” is just the choice itself. To say: “we only believe that we choose” is nonsense (WN, MS 115, 110-11).

Think again of the example where I am walking by myself in the woods and arrive at the crossroads. In situations like these I proceed, unthinkingly, from the certainty that I have several options open to me and that the decision between them will have to be mine. We do not have to fully subscribe to Jean-Paul Sartre’s ontological existentialism in order to recognise the kernel of truth in his claim that we are “condemned to be free”. Indeed, even if I were to throw a dice to decide my way forward or if I were to call my priest, the choice to determine my course of action by relying on fate or on external advice would still be undeniably mine. In this regard, even reference to the thesis of determinism will not allow you, in practice, to go against the basic certainty of free will. Assuming that your actions are determined does not yet tell you what you will do. That choice still has to be made and it can only be made by you.

(iv) Doubt regarding the existence of free will is a form of insanity.
 If someone has made a reprehensible decision, for instance, to commit a certain crime and, subsequently, argues that she is not to blame because the decision to act this way was not hers but was imposed upon her by the voice she always hears in her head, then we would either question her sincerity or start to worry about her mental health. 
(v) The basic certainty of free will is a precondition of local doubt. As already explained, the criteria that we have for characterizing certain special cases as cases of unfree action refer to the distinctions that we can make, in practice, between these special cases and the normal cases in which the same circumstances or obstacles are absent. We can only doubt the presence of free will in specific situations if we already take for granted its existence generally.

(vi) Basic certainties form a system. In a way, this feature is obvious. When we want to decide whether an action is free or unfree, we have to rely on our mastery of a much wider human language game. I need the ability, for instance, to identify forms of manipulation or intoxication. Also interesting in this context is the fact that there exists a special connection between talk of free will and talk of moral responsibility. As already indicated, we usually only talk about free will when we are concerned about its possible absence. The underlying motivation thereby very often – but not necessarily always – consists in a concern about the accountability and responsibility of the agent. “The readiness [to say that his actions are inevitable] is also a sign that you don’t want to make him responsible, or to be harsh in your judgment” (LFW, 433).

(vii) The existence of free will (in a particular case) is not necessarily certain. The appropriateness of the claim that a certain action was performed freely, first of all, depends on context. The same action performed by an adult and by a child could sometimes be qualified as free in the first case but unfree in the second. Similarly, the presence of some kind of threat could change our assessment. Secondly, our criteria for assessing whether an action is free or not can change through time. Increased scientific knowledge about certain psychopathologies could, perhaps, lead us to revise our criteria and entail that a certain group of people will no longer be always held fully accountable.
 What this shows, however, is merely that the line we draw between “free” and “unfree” or between “accountable” and “unaccountable” is not permanently fixed but open to (limited) change. This does not imply that that line could disappear. The suggestion that we are all suffering from some psychopathology that makes all of our actions unfree is meaningless since the idea of a pathology always relies on a comparison to what is considered an ordinary case.

4. The picture of the view from nowhere holds us captive
The preceding analysis of free will as a basic certainty remains, inevitably, rather programmatic. Although a more extensive analysis is beyond the scope of our present contribution, we can, obviously, not avoid saying more about determinism. Whereas many philosophers assume that the possible truth of determinism effectively poses a meaningful challenge to the existence of free will, we believe, in contrast, that a Wittgensteinian approach, which insists on understanding both the concept of “free will” and the concept of “determinism” in its everyday rather than its metaphysical use, can completely defuse the potential conflict between the two. 

Our insistence that the existence of free will is a basic certainty, therefore, not only targets philosophical positions that explicitly deny the existence of free will. It also targets incompatibilism, the position which argues that free will and determinism are incompatible, as well as more traditional compatibilist positions, which assume that the compatibility of free will and determinism is a metaphysical thesis in need of metaphysical justification. From a Wittgensteinian perspective, compatibilists do not need to solve a problem, because – when we focus on what free will and determinism could mean in the context of our everyday lives – there is no problem to begin with. In that sense, the Wittgensteinian approach advocated here could, perhaps, best be characterised as a kind of compatibilism without the metaphysics. 
In order to defuse the potential threat of the thesis of determinism, it is important, first of all, to see that the thesis generally evokes the alluring but problematic picture of the universe-as-seen-from-nowhere. This picture is not unlike the picture of the mirror of nature in the debate about the existence of the external world, in the sense that it too “holds us captive” (PI, §115) and triggers questions which, upon closer inspection, turn out to be meaningless. As with the mirror metaphor, this picture of the view from nowhere originates with everyday experiences which are then unwarrantedly extrapolated. Here, the origin is the everyday experience that the outside world is characterised by certain regularities (LFW, 431). When I let go of the stone I am holding in my hand, it will always fall down. When I put cacao powder in my milk, I get chocolate milk. In the natural sciences, these regularities are studied in a more systematic way and captured by what we tend to call the “laws of nature”. The perspective that we implicitly take when we talk about these laws of nature is that of an outside observer or scientist looking at some physical system in front of us and then observing or verifying that the system indeed evolves through time according to the regularities described by the laws of nature. The stance that we take up when looking at nature from this detached perspective, could be called the objectifying stance.
 This stance is familiar and is taken up by ordinary people as well as scientists on many occasions. 

These experiences, however, feed the temptation to generalise and consider the possibility of making the stance absolute. Our experience of existing regularities in nature generates the idea of determinism, the idea that everything in the universe evolves according to similar law-like regularities. The possibility of occupying an objectifying stance – us looking on as outside observers – makes us imagine the possibility of occupying a view from nowhere, a position from which we are able to observe the universe as a whole from a perspective outside of space and time.
 From this perspective, however, the issue of human freedom all of a sudden becomes a very serious and troubling one. Since the idea of determinism implies that the initial conditions of the universe together with the laws of nature uniquely determine everything that will ever happen, human freedom simply cannot appear in this picture. Our lives are what they are and have been what they are from the beginning of time and, consequently, we have no control whatsoever over our lives or the choices we make.

As with the mirror metaphor, however, the picture of the view from nowhere should be rejected as a possible starting point for raising legitimate doubts about the existence of free will. Here too, the view from nowhere refers to a position outside of the universe, which is a merely imaginary position that can never be taken up by real life human beings and remains, as such, unconnected to our actual human form of life. Just like the attempt to “mirror” or “represent” something, the practice of taking up an objectifying stance only makes sense locally. We take up an objectifying stance towards a limited part of the world that we have before us. And we do that because we want to understand the regularities of the world and, possibly, use that knowledge to try and change or influence the world. But we do that, always, as a participant in that very same world, in interaction with the parts of the world that we are trying to understand or manipulate, and for purposes that are embedded in an intentionally structured human form of life. 

So, if we want to understand what the thesis of determinism amounts to in its “everyday use” (PI, §116), we need to look into what that thesis could mean for us, as embedded human beings, who always have to take up a view from somewhere. And, here, we believe that Wittgenstein is very much on the right track, when he argues that the everyday meaning of the thesis of determinism – in terms of what we could do or encounter in the world – lies in the fact that the existence of law-like regularities in the world implies the possibility for us to predict future events, possibly including the future actions of human agents.

“They follow natural laws” would only mean that one day we may, though it is most misleading and out of the question in fact, forecast a man’s actions (LFW, 430).

The hesitation in this quotation relates to Wittgenstein’s skepsis about the idea that it will ever be possible to discover and use law-like regularities when it comes to human behavior and that scepticism seems – even today and in spite of the progress in the neuro-sciences – still warranted.
 However, like Wittgenstein, we could, for the sake of the argument, assume the possibility of a scientifically highly advanced future in which the prediction of human behavior becomes possible. The core question regarding determinism and free will then reduces to the question whether the ability to predict could somehow affect our freedom and whether it could undermine our practices of attributing moral responsibility. Here, Wittgenstein answers that this would not be the case since the predictability of our actions does not imply that they are somehow “compelled” or “unfree”:

But thinking this [i.e., that we could one day forecast a man’s actions] is no reason for our saying that if the decisions follow natural laws – (and) that if we know the laws which they follow – they are, therefore, in some way compelled. What on earth would it mean (to say) that the natural law compels a thing to go as it goes? The natural law is correct, and that’s all (LFW, 430).

Indeed, the fact that our choices can be predicted does not, in itself, change the process of choosing or affect the possibility to attribute the choice to the human agent:

The process that we call “choosing” does take place, whether the result of the choice can be predicted according to natural laws or not (WN, MS 115, 110-11).

Interestingly, however, towards the end of the Lectures on Freedom of the Will, Wittgenstein starts to sound less self-assured about the fact that predictability does not affect freedom of the will. Even if we are willing to accept, prima facie, the fact that predictability does not affect the possibility of attributing the choice to the agent and to conclude that the agent in that sense still has control over her own decision, it is much less clear whether predictability still allows us to say that the agent thereby also had genuine alternative possibilities open to her. Indeed, if her choice is predicted and if, moreover, she is informed about the prediction, the whole point of choosing seems to wither away. And Wittgenstein, somewhat surprisingly, acknowledges that it would then become unclear whether we would still say that our human language game has remained the same:

You thought that the situation I had brought about was no longer a situation of deliberating…

The knowledge of these laws would simply change the business. There is truth in that…

You might say: the point of the game would be different. And the point of choosing would be changed, if we had a prediction of it.

I would say: you can call it a different game or not call it a different game. 

(LFW, 443–44)

We believe, however, that Wittgenstein is throwing in the towel a bit too quickly here. In previous work (Rummens and Cuypers 2010), we have demonstrated that the revelation of a prediction does not undermine the process of deliberation on the side of the agent. On the contrary, the process of deliberation trumps the prediction in the sense that the agent always retains counterpredictive control over a revealed prediction.
 This means that an agent who is informed of or discovers a prediction about her future behavior can always go against that prediction if she has reasons for doing so. It is beyond present purposes to fully develop this point again, but the idea that there are fundamental limitations on our ability to predict the future is rather straightforward. If I ask you to present to me your prediction about whether I will do A or B and thereby already announce that I will always do the exact opposite of what you predict, then you simply cannot present me with a correct prediction. The underlying feature which leads to this impossibility is the fact that the prediction is always itself a physical event that can interact with the event being predicted in such a way that a correct prediction becomes impossible.
 In other words, it is because the predictor does not stand outside of the universe – does not take up a view from nowhere –, but always acts within the world that her ability to predict remains essentially constrained and that the people whose actions are being predicted always retain counterpredictive control.

Of course, these issues would require much more elaboration than can be presented here. But we submit that two conclusions can already be drawn from our arguments. It is, first of all, important to see that the everyday use of the thesis of determinism lies in our ability to predict the future and that a potential threat to free will in our actual form of life could only come from this ability.
 And it is, secondly, not at all clear how this (essentially limited) ability to predict someone’s future behavior could affect the certainty of free will or undermine our practices of moral responsibility. Here, the burden of proof clearly lies with the sceptic, who still owes us an account of what such a doubt “would be like” (OC, §24).

5. Moral responsibility as a basic certainty

P.F. Strawson’s work, most notably his paper (2008a [1962]) “Freedom and Resentment”, plays a crucial role in contemporary debates about moral responsibility. We believe, however, that his position has often been misunderstood, at least partly because Wittgenstein’s influence on it has been virtually neglected.
 We will argue in this section, on the basis of a Wittgensteinian reading of Strawson, that moral responsibility is a basic certainty in Wittgenstein’s sense. 
“Freedom and Resentment” begins with a brief overview of positions in the free will debate. It immediately becomes clear that Strawson’s interest in free will is, at the same time, an interest in moral responsibility: philosophers are concerned about determinism because they believe that, “if the thesis is true, then the concepts of moral obligation and moral responsibility really have no application, and the practices of punishing and blaming, of expressing moral condemnation and approval, are really unjustified” (2008a, 1). Some think that determinism would make our practices of holding each other morally responsible unjustified, others think that our practices could still be justified if determinism is true, but both parties make a common assumption: that our practices of holding each other responsible, as a whole, stand in need of justification. 
According to Strawson, this is to over-intellectualise the facts (2008a, 25), and the remedy is to have a close look at what our practices of holding responsible are actually like. When we do so, we immediately see that holding people responsible for their actions is the default position, that attributions of responsibility are suspended only in special cases. The special considerations that make us suspend attributions of responsibility can be roughly divided into two kinds (2008a, 7). Sometimes agents are excused, which means that, although they are in general responsible agents, the injury is one for which they are not (fully) responsible (“He didn’t mean to”, “He hadn’t realised”, “He didn’t know”, “He was pushed”, etc.). Sometimes agents are exempted, which means that they are not seen as morally responsible agents at all because of abnormal circumstances, psychological abnormality or a lack of moral development (“He wasn’t himself”, “He’s a hopeless schizophrenic”, “His mind has been systematically perverted”, “He’s only a child”, etc.). 

Local doubts about an agent’s responsibility are often perfectly legitimate. We can ask whether agents knew what they did, whether they were pushed, whether the circumstances were abnormal or whether they suffered from a lack of moral development, and we have means to find out whether these criteria are met. But these specific criteria, the ones that we actually use to distinguish between those who are and those who are not responsible, cannot be used to support the general claim that, perhaps, we are never morally responsible. It would not follow from the truth of determinism that any of these criteria would be generally fulfilled: that anyone who caused an injury was ignorant, pushed, didn’t mean to, was a child, etc. As Strawson puts it succinctly, “it cannot be a consequence of any thesis which is not itself self-contradictory that abnormality is the universal condition” (2008a, 11).

Now this might seem too quick, and many have found Strawson’s argument problematic. Strawson himself includes “He couldn’t help it” in his list of excusing considerations (2008a, 7). If determinism is true, the sceptic argues, then we do not have the ability to act otherwise, “S/he couldn’t help it” applies universally, and we are all excused for our actions. Strawson has an answer to this. He argues that “He could have acted otherwise”, as used in practice to distinguish between agents who could and agents who could not have done otherwise, is simply not equivalent to the sceptic’s “He could have done otherwise”:

But are such words [“He could have acted otherwise”], or other words to the same effect … really equivalent to “There was no sufficient natural impediment or bar, of any kind whatsoever, however complex, to his acting otherwise”? I find it difficult … to accept this equivalence. The common judgement of this form amounts rather to the denial of any sufficient natural impediment of certain specific kinds or ranges of kinds. For example, “He could (easily) have helped them (instead of withholding help)” may amount to the denial of any lack on his part of adequate muscular power or financial means. Will the response, “It simply wasn’t in his nature to do so” lead to a withdrawal of moral judgement in such a case? I hardly think so; rather to its reinforcement (Strawson 1992, 136–137).
The point is, we submit, basically a Wittgensteinian one. It is not because the sceptic uses phrases that are used in our practices of holding responsible (“[S]he could not have acted otherwise”), that these phrases refer to the criterion for withholding attributions of responsibility that we actually employ. What the criterion is, what “could have acted otherwise” means, is determined by how these words are used. If sceptics refuse to apply “could have done otherwise” to what we consider to be paradigm cases of “could have done otherwise” (take, for example, the case of the person at the crossroads with which we began), they disregard our everyday use of the phrase and use it in a metaphysical sense. They mean something different by it than we do. Some sceptics may grant this, but it is important to note that, if they do so, they saw off the branch on which they are sitting: while our “could not have done otherwise” is connected to suspensions of moral responsibility, there is no reason to think that the sceptic’s “could not have done otherwise” is so connected. Thus, the sceptic’s insistence that we do not have the ability to act otherwise loses its sting. It has no consequences for our practices of holding each other morally responsible. 

This already suggests that there are important similarities between Strawson’s arguments and Wittgenstein’s ideas in On Certainty. We now want to support the claim that moral responsibility is a basic certainty by reference to the seven key features of certainties mentioned earlier. 

(i) The existence of moral responsibility cannot be meaningfully doubted. We have criteria for determining whether people are morally responsible, we know (at least more or less) how to check whether these criteria are met, and what the consequences are if people are not morally responsible (no blame, punishment, etc.). But what would it mean, in practice, to believe that nobody is ever morally responsible because determinism is true? Strawson writes:

if we held the belief in its fully generalised form we could say that no one is ultimately responsible for his or her actions, thereby doing a sort of justice to one apparently ineliminable natural-philosophical conviction. But ultimate responsibility in this sense is neither here nor there. We have the empirically founded distinctions with which in practice we worked; and once we are fully clear about the real nature of those foundations, foundations in phenomena which we are quite good at discriminating, we see equally clearly that no such general doctrine as determinism, in any of its forms, would possibly disturb them (Strawson 1998, 261–262).
Belief in the truth of determinism is practically inert. If determinism is true, then all our actions were and will be determined. Still, we find it important to make distinctions between some of these (allegedly determined) actions and others, and we draw consequences on the basis of these empirically founded distinctions. These are the distinctions that matter to us, and the distinctions that we appeal to when we doubt whether an agent is morally responsible. Doubting whether anyone is ever morally responsible would amount to entertaining the possibility that everyone might always be or have been ignorant or pushed, that nobody ever meant to do what they did, that we are all suffering from a mental disease, or children, or morally undeveloped. We do not know what such doubts could be like. How could they be manifested in practice? 

(ii) The existence of moral responsibility cannot be justified. Strawson argues that our practices of holding each other morally responsible can and need not be justified. These practices are marked by what Strawson calls our “reactive attitudes” (resentment, indignation, guilt, forgiveness, anger, etc.), and he describes our commitment to these attitudes as “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” (2008a, 14). Inside the general framework, there is “endless room for modification, redirection, criticism, and justification”, but “questions of justification are internal to the structure…The existence of the general framework itself is something we are given with the fact of human society. As a whole, it neither calls for, nor permits, an external ‘rational’ justification” (2008a, 25). Strawson repeats this point in Scepticism and Naturalism (2008b [1985]), adding an explicit reference to Wittgenstein: “To put the point in Wittgenstein’s idiom: this language-game, though its form may change with time or be subject to local variation, is one we cannot help playing; not one we choose” (Strawson 2008B, 33). It seems safe, then, to extrapolate what Strawson says about the beliefs in the existence of the external world and the reliability of induction to our beliefs in the existence of free will and moral responsibility: the attempt to justify these beliefs shows “a total misunderstanding of the role they actually play in our belief-systems” (2008B, 15). 
(iii) The existence of moral responsibility is a certainty of our acting. The fact that the existence of moral responsibility cannot be rationally justified does not detract from its certainty. There is no such thing as “the reasons for which” we believe in the existence of responsibility (Strawson 2008B, 15). Rather, the belief is manifested in what we do: we react with resentment, gratitude, indignation, etc. to the actions of other people, we experience a variety of emotions. Our proneness to these reactive attitudes is a “natural fact, woven into the fabric of our lives, given with the fact of human society as we know it” (Strawson 1980, 265). Our practices of holding each other responsible do not rest on theoretical convictions regarding the truth or falsity of determinism (Strawson 2008a, 12; 1992, 137–8). 
(iv) Doubt regarding the existence of moral responsibility is a form of insanity. If someone has committed a crime and we are inclined to hold her responsible for it, she might offer various kinds of pleas in response. She might argue she didn’t know, hadn’t realised, was pushed, wasn’t herself, etc. It is possible that these pleas will convince us. But what if she would maintain that she is not responsible because the laws of nature made her do what she did? We would either question her sincerity or start to worry about her mental health. We would think that she either refuses to play our language-game or is unable to do so. 

(v) The basic certainty of moral responsibility is a precondition of local doubt. We distinguish, in practice, between special cases in which we do not hold people responsible and normal cases in which we do. We can only doubt whether someone is responsible for something in a specific case if we take for granted that, in general, people are morally responsible for their actions. As Strawson puts it,

Of course, we can be convinced that a particular reaction of ours on a particular occasion was unjustified, just as we can be convinced in particular cases that what we took for a physical object […] was no such thing. But our general proneness to these attitudes and reactions is inextricably bound up with that involvement in personal and social interrelationships which begins with our lives, which develops and complicates itself in a great variety throughout our lives and which is, one might say, a condition of our humanity (2008b, 26).
(vi) Basic certainties form a system. The quotation above suggests that the belief in moral responsibility is part of a large system of interconnected basic certainties. We already mentioned the connection between freedom and responsibility. Strawson does not seem to think, as many philosophers do, that free will is merely a condition of moral responsibility. Rather, to act freely is to act responsibly (Strawson 1995, 431). And there is more: our sense of freedom and responsibility is “indissolubly linked” with the experience of a whole network of reactive attitudes and feelings, the experience of deliberation, our sense of agency and our sense of self (Strawson 1992, 134–138). Strawson suggests that, without these, interpersonal human relationships as we know them would be impossible. What would love be, for instance, without a sense of agency or a sense of self? If Strawson is right, then, the sceptic’s burden is heavier than she is willing to acknowledge: scepticism about moral responsibility comes with scepticism about the very possibility of interpersonal relationships (Strawson 2008b, 28). Because the latter are obviously possible, scepticism about moral responsibility makes no sense. 
(vii) The existence of moral responsibility (in a particular case) is not necessarily certain. Whether an agent is morally responsible for her action depends, first, on the context: special circumstances may excuse or exempt agents from attributions of responsibility. Secondly, Strawson admits that our practices of holding responsible evolve through time: “to some extent my own descriptions of human attitudes have reflected local and temporary features of our own culture”. He adds, though, that 

an awareness of variety of forms should not prevent us from acknowledging also that in the absence of any forms of these attitudes it is doubtful whether we should have anything that we could find intelligible as a system of human relationships, as human society (2008a, 26).
Strawson acknowledges that scientific studies may influence the way we think about ourselves, and he is happy to recognise “the possibility and desirability of redirection and modification of our human attitudes in the light of these studies”, but he does not believe that redirection and modification might lead to a total disappearance of the line between those who are and those who are not morally responsible (2008a, 27). 

If the existence of moral responsibility has all the features of a Wittgensteinian certainty, then why do philosophers continue to doubt it? Sceptics often accept that our practices of holding each other morally responsible are marked by the reactive attitudes, as Strawson emphasises. But some doubt whether these reactive attitudes are as deeply entrenched in our lives as Strawson suggests. After all, we are already capable of taking up an objectifying stance or, as Strawson calls it, an objective attitude towards others:

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; as something certainly to be taken account, perhaps precautionary account, of; to be managed or handled or cured or trained… The objective attitude may be emotionally toned in many ways, but not in all ways: it may include repulsion or fear, it may include pity or even love, though not all kinds of love (2008a, 9–10).
We can adopt an objective attitude because we do adopt it towards people who are exempted from responsibility. Importantly, though, we can also “look with something like the same eye on the behaviour of the normal and the mature” (2008a, 10). Strawson (ibid.,10) adds that “we cannot…do this for long, or altogether”, but sceptics might disagree: if we can do it in some cases, then why not in all? As explained in section three, our answer is that the practice of taking up an objectifying stance only makes sense locally. We adopt objective attitudes in two kinds of cases. First, towards agents whom we regard as exempted from responsibility because of abnormal circumstances, psychological abnormality or a lack of moral development. It is simply incoherent to assume that all circumstances might be abnormal, that all people might be psychologically abnormal or might be morally immature. Secondly, we can adopt objective attitudes towards the normal and the mature, but to do so is to bracket our interpersonal involvement with them. The price of bracketing our interpersonal involvement with others all the time (if this is imaginable at all) would be “the loss of all human involvement in personal relationships, of all fully participant social engagement” (Strawson 2008B, 28). Only someone who sees herself as an outside observer occupying a view from nowhere could think that the truth of determinism rationally requires us to adopt the objective attitude all the time. Those who see themselves as participants in a recognizably human world will rightfully maintain that nothing could require us to do that. Human beings cannot be rationally required to give up their humanity.

6. Conclusion

We believe that the existence of free will and the existence of moral responsibility are basic certainties in Wittgenstein’s sense. Inspired by Wittgenstein’s own reflections on free will, we have attempted to show that the existence of free will (i) cannot be meaningfully doubted, (ii) cannot be justified, (iii) is a certainty of our acting, that (iv) doubting it is a form of insanity, that it is (v) a precondition of local doubt about free will, (vi) part of a system of basic certainties, and (vii) not necessarily certain, because of contextual and historical factors. Scepticism about free will is often motivated by worries about the thesis of determinism, but when we look at the everyday use of this thesis, it amounts to the idea that we might be able to predict people’s future behaviour. We have argued, however, that the ability to predict is necessarily limited, and that it, therefore, remains unclear how it could affect the certainty of free will. In the last part of this chapter, we have been looking at P.F. Strawson’s work on moral responsibility. Based on our Wittgensteinian reading of Strawson and the seven key features of basic certainties, we have argued that the existence of moral responsibility is a basic certainty. 
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� An overview of the longstanding debate on free will can be found, for instance, in Pereboom (2009) or Kane (2011). Philosophical positions denying the existence of free will include “fatalism”, “hard determinism” and “hard incompatibilism”. The denial has a long history in philosophy, going back, for instance, to the Stoics and Baruch de Spinoza. In the contemporary debate, the existence of free will is denied by, amongst others, Derk Pereboom (2001) and Saul Smilansky (2000). 


� There has hardly been any discussion at all of Wittgenstein’s lectures on free will. Exceptions are Shanker (1993, 218–230) and Dilman (1999, 234–254). Wenzel (2016) discusses free will in the context of the Tractatus and the Philosophical Investigations, but does not refer to LFW.


� An excellent analysis of On Certainty can be found in Moyal-Sharrock (2004). A good volume discussing interpretative issues of the book is provided by Moyal-Sharrock and Brenner (2005). Recently, a lively debate has emerged about the possibility of extending the concept of a basic certainty into the moral realm (e.g. Pleasants [2008], Rummens [2013], Hermann [2015], O’Hara [2018]). Our present essay contributes to that debate by arguing that both the existence of free will and the existence of moral responsibility should be considered basic certainties. Whereas the latter provides a straightforward example of a moral certainty, the former is more indirectly relevant for the moral domain to the extent that free will is generally considered a condition of possibility of moral responsibility.


� The detrimental role of the image of the “mirror of nature” in the history of philosophy has been well analysed by Richard Rorty (1979).


� Obviously, matters will not always be black or white and a grey-zone in which we should perhaps speak about reduced freedom and, subsequently, reduced moral responsibility certainly exists. Here, alcohol intoxication could be a case in point. The fact that a grey zone exists, however, does not in any way undermine the distinction between black (e.g. acting under hypnosis) and white (total absence of excusing conditions).


� In the academic debate on free will, usually two main conditions for freedom are identified. On the one hand, the actor needs to have genuine alternative possibilities open to her and, on the other hand, she needs to have control over the decision that she makes, i.e., the decision has to be identifiably hers. The ordinary criteria that we have cover both of these cases in the sense that they identify both the lack of alternative possibilities (e.g., the closed road) and the absence of control (e.g., intoxication) as sufficient reasons for calling an action “unfree”.


� The idea that our ordinary concept of freedom should be understood from the contrast with those special situations in which the presence of certain specific causes makes us unfree can also be found in Ayer (1954, 278–81; 1984, 12) and in Strawson (1992, 136–7).


� As we will briefly discuss in the next section, this even holds true in case someone presents you with a prediction of your choice.


� We are talking here about a generalised practical doubt whereby people would try or claim to act on the assumption that free will does not exist at all. In contrast, more localised doubt about the existence of free will in particular cases is conceivable (see features [v] and [vii]). A generalised theoretical (or philosophical) doubt about the existence of free will is meaningless – at least, that is the point we are trying to make in this essay. As the Wittgenstein quote about the philosopher in front of the tree wickedly suggests, this might imply that the line between philosophy and insanity is perhaps not always very sharp.


� Wittgenstein also acknowledges that scientific discoveries could have an impact on our criteria for assessing the presence of free will (LFW, 440).


� P.F. Strawson (2008a, 7–10) has called this the “objective attitude” (as opposed to the “participant attitude”).


� The picture of “the view from nowhere” has been made famous by Thomas Nagel (1986).


� Ayer (2008, 40–1) similarly suggests that the thesis of determinism is only relevant to the extent that it allows us to predict future actions. 


� Wittgenstein makes his skepsis regarding the possibility of predicting human behavior very explicit: “If we say, ‘There are also natural laws in the case of the thief’, we have no clear idea at all. What is the point of saying this? … ‘We shall find these regularities out too’. Who will? In 1000 or 10,000 years? – Is there really any reason to say they will find it out?” (LFW, 432)


� Again, Ayer (1954, 281–4) similarly emphasises the fact that mere “causation” does not amount to “constraint” or “compulsion”.


� Similarly, Wittgenstein also says: “As a matter of fact, it is possible we know the whole time what we are going to choose and that nevertheless a process of choice is going on.” (LFW, 442)


� In the original paper (Rummens and Cuypers 2010) this was still somewhat unfortunately called “take-it-or-leave-it control”. The notion of “counterpredictive control” better captures what is at stake, i.e. the ability to act in accordance with one’s best reasons for acting, even if that means going against the revealed prediction.


� In response to Wittgenstein’s qualms about the impact of prediction on deliberation, Dilman (1999, 250–1) also rightly intuits that the revelation of a prediction can undermine it in certain circumstances but he does not fully elaborate the idea.


� In light of this it is surprising that the academic debate on free will hardly ever deals with the topic of prediction. This is probably a symptom of the “metaphysical” (as opposed to “everyday”) nature of this debate.


� Exceptions are Bengtson (2019), Campbell (2017), De Mesel (2018, 2021, 2022a, 2022b), and De Mesel and Heyndels (2019).






