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tempt to show that moral requirements are categorical
imperatives.
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riding and whether motivation by categorical impera-
tives can be given a naturalistic basis.

Wiggins, David. “Categorical Requirements: Kant and
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Andrews Reath

causation and responsibility
The concepts of responsibility and causation are en-
tangled at various points. Different considerations
arise depending on whether one focuses on respon-
sibility for one’s very actions, or on the conse-
quences of one’s actions which are partly the result
of many factors outside one’s control. I will consider
these issues in turn.

Causation and Responsibility for Actions

It is not generally appreciated that a philosopher’s
account of the metaphysics of causation exerts a
heavy influence on his theory of morally responsible
ACTION. David HUME (1711–1776) was most cen-
trally responsible for a tradition of thought, promi-
nent to this day, that contends that the concept of
causation is reducible to more basic concepts. On
Hume’s own view, causation consists in certain un-
broken lawlike patterns of regularity among actual
events. More recent variations would exchange
counterfactual for actual regularity, and allow for
less than perfect correlations, so that deterministic
causation would merely be the limiting case of in-
deterministic causation of varying degrees of
strength. Any version of the broad position leads al-
most ineluctably to a deterministic theory of respon-
sible action, or something approximating it, on

which events bound up with one’s having reasons
for performing a certain action are among those fac-
tors that deterministically cause it. The reason is
this: the notion of control over one’s behavior
(‘agent control’), a crucial ingredient in the idea of
RESPONSIBILITY itself, is a causal notion. The natural
candidate events within a person to play such a
causal role are one’s coming to appreciate reasons
for acting. Since the causal ‘connection’, on the Hu-
mean view, consists in the pattern, or covariation, of
cause and effect, the limiting case of constant co-
variation would seem to afford the greatest measure
of control.

It is no coincidence, then, that as the Humean
tradition on causation is being strongly challenged
in recent philosophy, so, too, is the presumption that
a deterministic theory of action is the obvious ac-
count of responsible action. The general position
which denies that we can reductively analyze cau-
sation (“causal realism”) allows for a wider possible
range of understandings of agent control. Two
prominent realist accounts of causation will be con-
sidered here.

The first is the traditional “causal powers” view,
a view which accepts as ontologically basic the
causal dispositions or tendencies of objects, dispo-
sitions which need not be deterministic and which
are associated with the object’s intrinsic properties.
(See Harré and Madden.) The second view, which is
very recent in origin, is an attempt to steer a middle
course between Humean reductionism and a com-
mitment to dispositions as a fundamental feature of
things. (Since many of its main advocates are Aus-
tralians, we may dub the view “Australian realism.”
See Armstrong and Tooley.) On it, laws of nature are
contingent, second-order relations among property-
types, or universals (schematically, F and G). In a
deterministic world, F-ness necessitates G-ness. In a
nondeterministic world, F-ness raises the probability
of G-ness. These laws of nature are held to govern
causal relations between first-order states of affairs
(object a’s being F causes b’s being G).

Now, for either view, whether the laws of nature
are deterministic or not, there is no basic difference
in what it is for a particular event to cause another.
(The question of determinism is merely the question
of whether an object’s or system’s dispositions, or
the laws governing the causation, are probabilistic.)
If agent control resides in a causal relation between
one’s mental states and subsequent behavior, the sta-
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tistical character of causal laws is not relevant to
whether it obtains. So if one doubts the compatibil-
ity of freedom of action with determinism, one can
suppose that responsible action requires the causal
efficacy of one’s reasons in producing one’s action,
but also requires that the operative dispositions, or
the laws governing that instance of causation, be
merely probabilistic.

The main virtue of this ‘causal indeterminist’
view of the metaphysical condition on responsibility
for action is that it can harmonize acceptance of the
powerful argument for the incompatibility of FREE-
DOM AND DETERMINISM with the most straight-
forward way of understanding the place of human
beings in nature. Human beings operate, in funda-
mental metaphysical terms, just as do other parts of
nature. What is distinctive of responsible action is
simply the kind of events—reasons—that are causes
of the processes they undergo.

One issue that complicates this harmonization is
the ontological status of mental states vis-à-vis their
“underlying” physical states. Many hold that token
mental states (such as my state of believing right
now that philosophy of mind is a difficult subject)
are identical to complex token neurophysiological
states, though no such identity relation holds for cor-
responding mental and physical state types. A token
state is a mental state, not in virtue of its intrinsic
physical properties, but in virtue of its functional
role within the economy of the organism, and tokens
of any number of physical state types might play the
requisite mental state role. Some (e.g., Kim) suggest
this threatens the causal efficacy of the mental (“the
problem of mental causation”): it seems that token
mental states have the effects they do in virtue of
their intrinsic, physical properties, rather than any
extrinsic, functional-role properties, so that, with re-
spect to their mental properties, they are epiphe-
nomenal. Whether this worry is well founded is cur-
rently much disputed. (See, e.g., Baker.) If it is, a
satisfactory causal indeterminist view—or, for that
matter, determinist view—of control over one’s own
actions will require that one reject this popular ac-
count of the nature of mental states. Doing so might
well push one in the direction of holding that token
mental states are ontologically sui generis, irreduci-
ble to token physical states, a position that would
remove one apparent advantage of the causal inde-
terminist view of agent control over a rival view
(agent causation) discussed below.

Another complication for the causal indetermin-
ist view is to specify just what kind of causal path
must obtain between reasons and bodily move-
ments. Not just any circuitous path will do, as is
easily shown by examples of ‘wayward causal
chains’ that proceed through unintended interme-
diaries. Giving an adequate account of the ‘right’
kind of causal chains has proven elusive. (For a so-
phisticated recent proposal, see Mele.) This issue is
not unique to the causal indeterminist view, how-
ever. Even those views (to be discussed below) that
understand agent control in terms of a special kind
of choice or volitional event must still deal with po-
tential nonstandard causal links between choice and
bodily movement.

Two final worries, however, go right to the heart
of the causal indeterminist theory. First, given that
freedom of action is understood in terms of the
probabilistic character of the causal relation be-
tween reason and action, should one then say that
freedom varies inversely with the prior probability
that the action would occur? That has the odd con-
sequence that performing an action that was exceed-
ingly improbable is when I am most free. But if we
deny this inverse link, then how do we deal with a
possible case where my performing an action is ex-
ceedingly probable (i.e., 0.9999)? Here it does seem
natural to say that my freedom of action is negligible.
Yet how are we to account for that fact on the pro-
posed theory? The second worry is a related one.
The problem that many see with our actions’ being
causally determined to occur by prior factors, even
where these include our reasons, is that we would
lack a certain variety of control—“autonomous con-
trol.” But retaining the same basic account of action
and merely modifying the strength of the governing
disposition does not seem to add any variety of con-
trol missing on the deterministic picture. On the
causal indeterminist account of Robert Kane, for ex-
ample, the central feature that confers autonomy is
an indeterminate process of making an effort of will
to sort out one’s priorities. Apart from the indeter-
minacy, however, such protracted periods of difficult
deliberation can occur in a deterministic world. And
this is unsatisfying to some. They argue that respon-
sible action cannot simply require a range of avail-
able alternatives as a stand-alone condition: it must
be that such alternatives are a precondition of some
feature of control that is characterizable in positive
terms.
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One candidate account of this feature holds that
agent control is not fundamentally a causal notion
at all (though appropriate causal links are required
in the account of nonbasic actions). Instead, I con-
trol a basic action such as willing to type the letter
“i” in virtue of the intrinsic, qualitative character of
this mental action. On the version of Ginet, the
view’s most prominent recent defender, a basic act
of willing is controlled by me because it is my action,
and what makes it something I did, rather than
something that merely occurred within me, is that it
has the phenomenal quality we might describe as “its
seeming to me as if I directly produced it.” It has,
we might say, an ‘actish phenomenal quality,’ one
which differs intrinsically from the passive quality of
unbidden mental occurrences such as thoughts that
just “pop into my head.” Even if one countenances
in this way the notion of a special, noncausal form
of control exhibited by responsible agents, one must
recognize that the causal influence of mechanistic
factors could potentially override this sort of control
by directly producing an agent’s volitions with the
requisite qualitative character. (Given a direct, ex-
ternal cause of the agent’s volition, we would not
say that the agent controlled its occurrence.) So con-
trol turns out not to be entirely a matter of an ac-
tion’s intrinsic character after all. We must instead
say that an agent controls his action if its core voli-
tion has an actish phenomenal character and noth-
ing else caused the volition to occur. This is not only
conceptually inelegant, it is also empirically implau-
sible that human actions generally lack such causal
antecedents. (Note that if one is a Humean reduc-
tionist about causation, this problem may be less de-
cisive: the notion of control that a Humean would
ground in the brute fact of an event’s falling under
a broad lawlike pattern is quite a deflated one. In
the order of analysis, which factors ‘cause’ a given
event is a consequence of the general distribution of
occurrences themselves—causes do not, in any in-
teresting sense, constrain future possibilities. The
simple indeterminist who is also a Humean, there-
fore, might claim that philosophical analysis reveals
the surprising conclusion that external causes of
one’s act do not nullify one’s own control of it.)

A final account of agent control that is motivated
by the view that free, responsible action requires a
sort of control that would not be exhibited by caus-
ally determined agents turns on a notion of distinc-
tively personal, or ‘agent,’ causation. According to

this view, an agent is responsible for an act only if
he himself directly produced it. One generally has
reasons for any action one performs, and it is quite
plausible that they make it more or less probable
that one will follow a particular course of conduct.
But a responsible agent, it is claimed, must have
brought about his own action and have been capable
of not so acting. Such an account of responsible
agency waned considerably through the twentieth
century, although its popularity is reviving modestly
in the wake of renewed attention to issues in tradi-
tional metaphysics. (See Clarke, and O’Connor
2000.) The coherence of the idea of nonmechanistic,
personal causation—causation by a substance
rather than a state or change the substance is un-
dergoing—appears to depend on the causal powers
account of causation (though see Clarke for a dis-
senting view) and on some form of substance/prop-
erty ontology. Its empirical realization further de-
pends on a strong type of nonreductionism about
human agents that is often thought to be implausi-
ble, even if not currently refuted.

Beginning with an essay by Harry Frankfurt, some
concede that determinism is incompatible with the
freedom to act otherwise than one does while main-
taining that it is nonetheless compatible with moral
responsibility (a position dubbed “semicompatibil-
ism”). This view is motivated by a range of examples
involving hidden agents “waiting in the wings” who
are poised to force an agent to perform some action
if he does not freely choose to perform it. If the
agents do perform the desired action without inter-
ference, then (it is argued) they are responsible for
it despite the fact that they could not have done
otherwise. (For a criticism of this view, see van In-
wagen; for a defense, see Fischer.)

Causation and Responsibility for
Consequences of Actions

When one turns from actions to their conse-
quences, the question of the conditions on respon-
sibility become considerably more complex, as the
agent’s control over consequences of her action is
dependent on, and to varying degrees diminished by,
factors in the environment beyond her control. One
issue that needs to be addressed straightaway is the
ontological category to which the ‘consequences’ in
question belong. Are they concrete events (the injury
of Smith in the park that happened yesterday), or
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are they aspects of those events (abstract states of
affairs such as Smith’s having been stabbed)? The
identity conditions under counterfactual circum-
stances on these different kinds of entities are doubt-
less rather different. Hence, one needs to clarify
which type is in view before assessing the plausibility
of examples that purport to show that responsibility
may be present in the absence of alternative possi-
bilities for the agent.

A second issue—and one that has been less well
analyzed to date—is how to assess individual or
COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY for agents who sepa-
rately act on the same situation. Consider three dif-
ferent types of cases. (1) Cases discussed above in
which one agent’s action preempts another’s. Were
the effective agent not to have acted, the other would
have done so to much the same (identical?) effect.
(2) Cases in which a consequence is overdetermined
by multiple causal factors initiated separately (e.g.,
the simultaneous arrival of bullets from a firing
squad, each of which is sufficient for the victim’s
death at a given time). (3) Cases in which the con-
sequences of actions of multiple agents become en-
tangled. (John Mackie introduced an example in
which two desert travelers separately decide to kill
a third companion. One poisons the victim’s water
canteen during the night. Subsequently, another
spills the contents of the canteen, thinking it to be
life-preserving water. The victim goes off on a trek
the following day and dies of dehydration.) The first
two kinds of examples pose difficulties for certain
counterfactual conditions that some would place on
individual responsibility, such as the following: if it
would have been the case that p no matter what free
choices or decisions an agent made, then she is not
morally responsible for the fact that p. (See van In-
wagen.) The third kind of case challenges all extent
analyses, insofar as it is difficult to assess with any
confidence: it can easily seem that neither agent is
responsible for the victim’s death (conceived as an
event or abstract state of affairs), yet it is hardly an
accident that he dies!

See also: ACTION; AUTONOMY OF MORAL AGENTS;
COGNITIVE SCIENCE; COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY;
CONSEQUENTIALISM; DELIBERATION AND CHOICE;
DIRTY HANDS; DOUBLE EFFECT; EXCUSES; EXTERNAL-
ISM AND INTERNALISM; FREE WILL; FREEDOM AND DE-
TERMINISM; HUME; INTENTION; METAPHYSICS AND

EPISTEMOLOGY; MORAL REALISM; REASONS FOR AC-

TION; RESPONSIBILITY; VOLUNTARISM; VOLUNTARY

ACTS.
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censorship
Censorship is the practice of official supervision of
the content of all books, journals, performances,
movies, and the like to assure that they contain noth-
ing immoral, heretical, or offensive to the govern-
ment. The condemnation of censorship has been one
of the central normative claims of liberal political
and legal thought and practice from John Milton
(1608–1674) to JOHN STUART MILL (1806–1873)
to John RAWLS. If LIBERALISM is in part defined by
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