Reading 31.  Galen Strawson, The Impossibility of Ultimate Moral Responsibility

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Section 1

1.
What is Strawson’s first formulation of the Basic Argument?

2.
Why is it impossible, later in life, to acquire moral responsibility by changing the way one already is as a result of heredity and previous experience?

3.
Why cannot indeterministic or random factors contribute to a person’s moral responsibility?



II.
Section 3

1.
How does the story of heaven an hell illustrate the notion of moral responsibility?

2.
What point does Strawson make with his story of someone who, on the way to buy a cake, encounters a person collecting for Oxfam?


III.
Section 5

1.
Why do we have to be responsible for the way we are, in certain crucial mental aspects, in order to be responsible for what we do?

2.
How does the argument that we can intentionally bring it about that we are the way we are, in such a way that we are responsible for being the way we are, end up in an infinite regress?

3.
If the Basic Argument is correct, why is no punishment or reward ultimately just?

4.
Why do we tend to feel that we are morally responsible free agents, whatever the conclusion of the Basic Argument?


IV.
Section 6

1.
Why is compatibilism unable to attribute moral responsibility to any person?

2.
Why does indeterminism not help establish moral responsibility?

3.
If someone undertakes a “shaping procedure” (a procedure to affect and change one’s character), what accounts for this? Why is no one responsible for one’s first shaping procedure?

4.
How does the “self” theory attempt to account for moral responsibility? Why does this attempt fail?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Do all our actions result from our character?

2.
Are we ultimately responsible for our character?

3.
Are we ultimately responsible for attempts we make to shape our character?

4.
If we are have no moral responsibility, is it a mistake to praise or blame someone? to reward or praise someone?

5.
Is it possible for us to dismiss our feelings of moral responsibility as an illusion?
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Pereboom argues that, although he does not know whether determinism is true, if it is true, there can be no free will or moral responsibility. 

