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A CONCEPT OF MAN

It is often urged that one of the major findings of modern
scientific age is that the universe is totally governed by strict
deterministic Jaws. Does the human kind constitute an exception
to this claim? I propose in this essay to develop and argue for
an affirmative reply to this question.

I find the thesis of absolute determinism not in order at
least with regard to ourselves mainly for three reasons. First,
the thesis of absolute determinism cannot consistently be propounded
as a philosophical doctrine. Secondly, determinism cannot be true
of our lived life. Thirdly,man as an agent cannot be denied freedom.
I shall take up these points in order, in the next section and
the two following.

I

* The theory of absolute determinism (TAD) can keep itself
alive only by annihilating itself. This self-inconsistency of TAD
consists in the fact that it cannot consistently be offered for
consideration. To ask us to consider a thesis is to ask us to judge
it and then, if found acceptable, to choose it and reject as false
a theory that contradicts it. TAD, however, is one which denies
the possibility of choice, and therefore refutes itself. If all our
deeds, thoughts and benefits are thoroughly determined, that would
be the end of choice about reasoning, since we would be left
only with necessary reasoning. If no evaluation of reasoning can
in principle be made, how can the determinist argue with a straight
face that his position is the right and true one? We cannot argue
to a conclpsion which undermines the value of argument. If whatever
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we think is a necessary product of all of the factors that determine
our thoughts and beliefs, then in each of us the thoughts are what
they must be; consequently, no discourse,including that of the
determinist, can be put forward for rational appraisal. No one will
ever be justified in claiming any view to be true, determinism
included. But if, on the other hand, it is urged that TAD has
been formulated and developed in and through some ingenious
reasoning, then the determinist’s whole reasoning should be carried
out on a level above any on which determinism can have any
relevance. The determinist in this way is like one who writes
something down and then at a certain point does erase it. Or,
to change the analogy, the acceptance of TAD ultimately will
lead, to use an example given by Ramsey in a different context,
to ‘the absurd position of the child in the following dialogue:
“Saybreakfast”. “Can’t”. “What can’t yousay?” “Can’t say breakfast”.!
TAD in this way is unable to provide a non-self-contradictory
legitimation of itself, and of the means whereby we have arrived
at it. In truth, the determinist, while avowing a deterministic
theory of human thought and action, is tacitly exempting himself
from the theory, and he is there as the best witness against its
truth. Furthermore, it appears extremely difficult to envisage in
what way TAD could at all be tested. If all human thoughts and
actions are determined in every way, there would be left no room
whatsoever to test any theory - TAD included, for to test a theory
it is necessary that things can be manipulated, in the last analysis,
freely. If human freedom is truly an illusion, no human being
would ever be free to develop and examine any theory in any
sphere. The whole point may be put succinctly: none of us can
have any reason for supposing any view, TAD included, to be
true if TAD is true; conversely, if we do have reasonable grounds
for believing anything at all to be true, then TAD is refuted.
The thesis of absolute determinism in this way is, if I may speak
a bit rudely, an intrinsically hopeless position.

The determinist might at this point insist that all the above
arguments do not really refute his theory, but only prevent him
from proclaiming it, ie., from providing grounds for acepting it
to be true. It is still possible, as he might urge, that what he
is asserting is true, This however, will not do. For in that case
any damn theory could be regarded as true. If there is no burden
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to establish a theory as true, or, if its truth-claim is withdrawn,
then, one might wonder, in what serious sense the theory could
be regarded as a genuine philosophical view. And, to be frank,
in that case we, as philosophers, would have nothing to bother
about the alleged ‘theory’.

I

It would be interesting to note that even if the point that,
in order to be true, TAD need not be offered as a philosophical
doctrine be conceded, the determinist would not gain much. For
one thing, life as it is lived by us would largely be inexplicable
and appear rather enigmatic if determinism reigns everywhere in
it. If, that is, we are ready to draw conclusions from the way
we do live with each other, it would become really hard to embrace
full-fledged determinism.  Truly speaking, with regard to our
interpersonal relationships, TAD appears-thanks to Strawson® - quite
out of place. This is because our interpersonal relationships essentially
involve various ‘reactive attitudes’ (as Strawson very aptly terms
them®), such as gratitude, rcmorse, resentment and the like, the
validity of which is hardly tenable in the web of complete determinism.

This sort of view, though not exactly this one,is also upheld
by another philosopher - Corliss Lamont. To quote him: ‘...in
the novel dialect of determinism many words lose their normal
meaning. I refer to such words as refraining, forbearance, self-
restraint, and regret. [f determinism turns out to be true, we
shall have to scrap a great deal in existing dictionaries and do
a vast amount of redefining. What meaning, for example, is to
be assigned to forbearance when it is determined in advance that
you are going to refuse that second Martini cocktail ? You can
truly forbear only when you refrain from doing something that
it is possible for you to do. But under the determinist dispensation
it is not possible for you to accept the second cocktail because
fate has already dictated your “No’”.

Anyway, let us come back to the point of interpersonal
relationships. Not infrequently, in our relations with one another
we display and think that we have good reason to display such
feelings as gratitude and resentment. Again, we often take pride
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in our achievements and feel remorse for what we regard as misdeeds.
These sorts of interpersonal relations, it may be noted, may be
of two kinds. First, they may be such within which the reactive
attitudes grow; or, secondly, they may be (which Strawson seems
not to take note of, but which Bennett very intelligently notices®)
such toward which the reactive attitudes readily point. To illustrate
both: if I resent someone’s treatment of me, there may already
have been some non-detached relation between us; or there may
not have been antecedently any such relation between us, though
my very resentment immediately creates one, or sets the stage
for one. Be that as it may, it should be clear that any of these
non-detached attitudes could not be justified or at least would become
utterly pointless if determinism reigns over all actions to the effect
that none of us could ever have acted otherwise than as he did.
Any such attitude is justified only if it is assumed that the person
about whom the¢ attitude is shown deserves it. But to handle
people in a deterministic fashion is to leave out of account any
question of whether it is an individual’s fault that he has done
something wrong or whether it is to the individual’s credit that
he has done something right.

If in this way freedom is the logical postulate of interpersonal
discourse, then, to the extent we are incapable of omitting our
interpersonal relationships ( entailing the reactive attitudes to ourselves
and each other) from the account of life, TAD simply becomes
inapplicable to the buman world. We may add more. Just as
no theory of number would be worth defending if it did not minimally
give an account of our entrenched practice of counting, similarly
no theory of human beings would be worth defending if it did
not capture or range over our practice of interpersonal relationships.
To deny man these relationships would be to eliminate some of
the most profound of human existence. This is because¢ man must
live not merely among but with other human beings; consequently
he must be a citizen of the interpersonal world in which people
matter to each oth‘er; hence different reactive attitudes must obtain
in human life. So, if these attitudes do not allow man to run
his life without freedom, if freedom is a precondition of these
attitudes and hence of human life too, then surely the demise
of our freedom would amount to the demise of human life itself.
Seen in this light, our lived life does not simply allow wus to
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deny freedom in it. On the contrary, it (the lived life) demands
us rather to axiomatically assume ourselves as free beings. To
put the whole point in one proposition: even if TAD could be
retained at a theoretical level, in practice things do not work
out in quite deterministic way. If, however, the determinist urges
that in maintaining that man is determined, he has in mind a
sort of ‘man in abstraction’, then, we are afraid, his whole thesis
would be empty of that deep and important sense in which a
given outlook is ‘on’ for people at the actually lived level, and
in that case we have really nothing serious to quarrel with him.
For, we are here concerned not with any ‘theoretic man’ which
instantiates none of us.

Apart from this ‘existential undeniableness” of our freedom
in action, there seems to be a sort of desirability of it. For,
the enjoyment of freedom in action means the satisfaction of
certain desires - desires that we possess as social beings - whereas
its absence means their frustration. The satisfactions at stake are
those which accrue to a person of whom it may be said that
he lives in a community of persons. The corresponding frustrations
are those suffered by a person of whom it may be said that he
is estranged from such a community or that he finds himself a
helpless or a completely passive bystander to the activities of his
fellow beings.

TAD, thus, becomes an unworkable position - to say the
least - in human life.

v

Next comes the point of human agency. And our task is
to show how this aspect of ourselves is quite difficult to liquidate
or explain adequately in terms of the deterministic model, i.e.
in the model in which the occurrence of anything X is so ( causally)
connected~with the later occurrence of something else Y that given
X, Y must occur. It is important to stress what the denial of
this exactly amounts to. It is this: the occurrence of X does
not make the occurrence of Y absolutely necessary, i.e. the occurrenee
‘of X does not necessitate the occurrence of Y. Let us then see
how man’s agency makes it impossible to apply the deterministic
model to him.
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At least one condition scems to be necessary for saying of
a man P that he is the agent of a certain action A, namely that
P can, in some ultimate sense, be said to own A and in that
way is supposed to have a particular answerability for A. It
is not necessarily implied that everyone does answer for all or
any of his acts; but it is implied that everyone is answerable,
i.c. is liable to answer, for what he does. Indeed, being answerable
is inalienably linked up with the idea of agency. Had people
never conceived of themselves as answerable beings, it is doubtful
whether they would ever have thought of themselves as agents
either.

Now, to hold someone particularly answerable for some action
is not just to ask for a mere explanation, but to take fim to
task for the action. The importance of answerability may vary
With the seriousness of the case; what might appear trifling in
ane case may be quite pressing in a rather extreme one. Thus,
the excusability of actions done in negligence or inadvertently varies
with the gravity of the * offence’. Austin once pointed out that
‘1 did it inadvertently’ is excusable, if 1 did tread on a snail
but not if [ did tread on a baby. In any case, the point remains:
it to call P the agent of A (of whatever sort) is not a mere
verbiage or a linguistic fiction but something seriously meant, then
P is answerable for A. Now, it might be obvious that P’s owning
as well as being answerable for A entails, among other things,
that the occurrence of A was not due to some antecedent factors
all of which did lie entirely beyond P’s manipulation, i.e., that
P was in some way or other able to intervene into or arrest some
or all of the steps leading to the occurrence of A, in brief, there
prevailed some real opportunity somewhere for P to make A not
to happen. Suppose that there were always a sufficient set of
conditions such that a man could never help but do exactly as
he does. But if there were such a set, we could never meaningfully
speak of his being answerable for what he does. In other words,
any thesis that holds that each of us is a field of causes - an
arena where all the occurrences inevitably follow: exclusively from
antecedent factors, cannot possibly elucidate what we mean by
action, agent and answerability. Indeed, for my answerability, for
any of my actions, to have any validity or even significance, there
must be some area, with regard- to- whatever I do, within which
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I can exercise my own discretion. For, if there is not- if it
is the case that there was no scope whatsoever for me to have
the option of whether or not to doA, prior to doing A, or, in
case A has already taken place, whether or not to do it once
more, it would be really inept to say that I did A. My understanding
to do a certain thing means both that it would be possible for
me not to do it and that I exclude this possibility. It is important
to note that for P’s being the agent of A it is necessary that
‘doing A’ and ‘not doing A’ are simultaneously possible for him
to actualise and he opts for doing A. Once this essential link
between agency and the corresponding option be seriously recognised,
it can hardly be maintained, as some have done,” that to undermine
the sense of freedom does not automatically undermine agency.

In fact, it is ultimately upon this option that anyone is deemed
answerable for, and thus is taken to be the agent of, his action.®
The agent’s being answerable for his action would itself become
utteerly pointless or else would amount to some unacceptable position,
if he is denied the said option altogether. For, to deny P this
option would in the last analysis amount to asserting that whatever
P does is the only thing that he can do. But clearly it would
be wrong to demand that what someone does and what he can
do should, of necessity, coincide. Furthermore, to uphold this sort
of coincidence would be to deny that anyone could ever do anything
except in the trivial and unexciting sense that each of us is just
present as a mere figure in the whole drama in which none could
ever fail to play the allotted role to the perfection.

Vv

So we conclude: the phenomenon of man is not just a part
of the natural, i.e. the physical, order. Infected by the tendency
to maintain the the so-called unity of science, many wish to subject
every phenomenon in the universe to the ‘scientific model’, urging
that everything must be understandable by the employment of scientific
theories. There is no harm, as such, in being immersed in the
scientific tradition. But things begin to become dangerous when
one gels oneself trapped or overwhelmed by it and consequently
begins to fail to appreciate or to refuse to acknowledge whatever
cludes science. If we are speaking of the practicability of * scientific
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explanation’, it is in fact a good rule that every phenomenon is
or could be totally explicable exclusively in ‘scientific terms’, except
when we come to the phenomenon of man. To argue that the
human creatures are completely explainable by the scientific method
alone is to construe knowledge of persons on the model of knowledge
of material object which persons, in all likelihood, are not. If,
on the other hand, some phenomena cannot be captured in the
scientific net, why not forget the ambition of capturing everything
in the scientific net? Reality is not just physical reality, and any
physical conception of reality must include an acknowledgement
of its own 1ncomp]etencss Of course, one might argue that our
bodies and fn particular our central nervous systems are in toto
subject to the physical laws. But, then, one must be careful to
recognise that this sort of view leaves the main question, how
anything in the world can be a subject in interpersonal relationships
or can be an answerable agent, unanswered. The crucial question
is not whether description of ourselves can be given solely in
scientific or physicalistic terms, but whether this sort of description
leaves a significant gap in our conception of ourselves as humans.
I think it does.* :
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I am not claiming that this is the only way to bring out the logic of human
agency. Others have tried to explicate the notion of agency in ways different
from the present one. One may recall here the famous essay ‘Agency’
of Donald Davidson. [ In Agent, Action, and Reason (eds. Robert Binkley and
others), Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1971.] He there gives a necessary mark of
agency in terms of intention. He claims that a person P is the agent of
an event a only if there is some description, x of @ such that ‘P did x intentionally’
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agent. ( For some critical comments about Davidson’s thesis, see James Cornman’s
‘Comments’ in [bid)

*An earlier draft of this paper was read in an All India Seminar organised
by the Department of Philosophy, University of North Bengal, (W.B.) in 1990.
Part of this paper was read in an All India Seminar organised by Indian Philosophical
Association, in Bombay in the same year. The discussions at the two seminars
did much to widen my conception of the present problems. I must express
my sincere thanks to the members of these seminars.
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