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Reason And Responsibility Feinberg

Understanding Reason and
Responsibility by Joel
Feinberg: A Philosophical
Landmark

In  the  vast  landscape  of  philosophical
education, few texts have shaped the way
students approach fundamental questions
as profoundly as Joel Feinberg's Reason
and  Responsibility.  First  published  in
1965,  this  anthology  has  become  a
cornerstone  for  introductory  philosophy

courses across the globe. The title itself
encapsulates  a  core  tension  in  human
existence:  the  interplay  between  our
capacity  for  rational  thought  and  the
moral burdens we carry. In this article, we
explore the lasting impact of Reason and
Responsibility  Feinberg  curated,
examining its  structure,  central  themes,
and why it remains essential reading for
anyone  seeking  to  understand  the
foundational  problems  of  philosophy.

The Genesis of a Classic



Anthology

Joel  Feinberg  was  a  distinguished
American philosopher known for his work
in  ethics,  legal  philosophy,  and  action
theory.  When  he  compiled  Reason  and
Responsibility:  Readings  in  Some  Basic
Problems of Philosophy, he aimed not to
preach  a  particular  doctrine  but  to
present  a  balanced  dialogue  between
competing  viewpoints.  The  anthology
brings  together  primary  sources  from
ancient thinkers like Plato and Aristotle,
modern  giants  such  as  Descartes  and
Hume, and contemporary voices including
John  Rawls  and  Thomas  Nagel.  By
juxtaposing these perspectives, Feinberg
allows readers to witness philosophy as
an  ongoing  conversation  rather  than  a
collection of dogmas.

The  book's  enduring  popularity  stems
from  its  careful  selection  of  readings.
Each  chapter  tackles  a  perennial
problem—free will, the existence of God,
the foundations of morality, the nature of
knowledge,  and  the  meaning  of  life.
Feinberg’s editorial introductions provide
context  w i thout  spoon- feed ing
conclusions,  encouraging  students  to
exerc ise  thei r  own  reason  whi le
acknowledging  their  responsibility  to
argue  carefully.  This  pedagogical
approach  aligns  perfectly  with  the
keyword  Reason  and  Responsibility
Feinberg  embodies:  the  active  use  of
critical  thinking  paired  with  the  ethical
duty to consider opposing views.
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Core Themes in Reason and
Responsibility

The anthology is  organized into several
parts,  each  addressing  a  dist inct
philosophical domain. Below we examine
the  most  influential  sections  and  the
debates  they  ignite.

The Problem of Free Will and
Determinism

Perhaps  no  topic  better  illustrates  the
tension between reason and responsibility
than  the  free  will  debate.  Feinberg
includes  classic  statements  from  hard
determinists  like  Baron  d’Holbach,
libertarians  like  William  James,  and
compatibilists such as David Hume. The
readings  force  readers  to  confront  a

troubling  question:  if  all  events  are
caused by prior conditions, can we truly
be  held  morally  responsible  for  our
actions?  Feinberg’s  own  philosophical
work on legal  responsibility—particularly
his  dist inct ion  between  outcome
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a n d  m o r a l
responsibility—echoes  throughout  this
section. He challenges students to reason
through the implications of  determinism
while recognizing that our legal and moral
practices  assume  people  can  choose
otherwise.

Including contemporary essays by Harry
Frankfurt  and  Peter  van  Inwagen,  the
anthology  updates  this  ancient  debate.
Frankfurt’s  concept  of  "hierarchical
desires"  suggests  that  freedom consists
not in the ability to do otherwise but in



the alignment of our will with our higher-
order values. This nuanced view pushes
readers  to  refine  their  understanding  of
what  responsibility  truly  demands.  The
Reason and Responsibility  Feinberg
framework thus becomes a laboratory for
testing  how  far  reason  can  take  us  in
justifying moral accountability.

The Nature of Knowledge and
Skepticism

Another  pi l lar  of  the  anthology  is
epistemology.  Feinberg  assembles
readings  from  Descartes’  Meditations,
Hume’s  Enquiry,  and  contemporary
responses from philosophers like Edmund
Gettier,  who  famously  challenged  the
traditional  definition  of  knowledge  as
justified  true  belief.  The  section  invites

readers  to  subject  their  own  cognitive
processes to scrutiny.  Can we trust our
senses?  Is  reasoning  alone  sufficient  to
ground  certainty?  By  engaging  with
skeptical arguments, students learn that
reason  must  be  applied  not  only  to
external  questions but  also to  the very
tools  we  use  to  understand  reality.
Feinberg’s careful selection ensures that
the  reader  does  not  dismiss  skepticism
too  quickly;  instead,  one  must  wrestle
with the responsibility  to give a cogent
account of why belief in an external world
is rational.

Morality and Its Foundations

The third major area of the book concerns
eth ics .  Fe inberg  inc ludes  both
consequentialist  and  deontological
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perspectives, from Mill’s utilitarianism to
Kant’s  categorical  imperative.  He  also
introduces virtue ethics through Aristotle.
What  sets  this  anthology  apart  is  the
inclusion  of  challenging  borderline
cases—such  as  Judith  Jarvis  Thomson’s
abortion arguments or the famous "trolley
problem"  scenarios.  These  readings
compel students to test abstract ethical
principles against concrete situations. The
phrase  Reason  and  Responsibility
Feinberg  comes  alive  when  students
must  reason  through  a  moral  dilemma
and  then  take  responsibility  for  their
chosen course of action. Feinberg’s own
essay “The Nature and Value of Rights” is
often  included,  offering  a  rigorous
analysis of  how rights function within a
moral community.

Why Reason and Responsibility
Matters Today

In  an  age  of  polarized  discourse  and
information overload, the skills promoted
by  this  anthology  are  more  vital  than
ever.  Feinberg’s  collection  teaches  that
reason is not merely a tool for personal
advantage  but  a  shared  method  for
making sense of our world. At the same
time,  responsibility  reminds  us  that
ideas  have  consequences—our  choices
affect  others,  and  we  owe  them  cogent
justifications.  The  book’s  structure
encourages  active  engagement:  each
reading  is  followed  by  study  questions
that  demand  analysis,  synthesis,  and
evaluation.  This  Socratic  approach
transforms  passive  reading  into  a
dynamic  intellectual  exercise.



Moreover, Feinberg’s editorial neutrality is
a  model  for  philosophical  discourse.  He
does  not  hide  his  own  views—some
introductions reveal his leanings—but he
always grants opposing arguments a fair
hearing. This balance teaches a lesson in
intellectual  humility:  even when we are
convinced  of  our  position,  we  have  a
responsibi l i ty  to  understand  why
intelligent people disagree. The Reason
and Responsibility Feinberg legacy is
thus not just a collection of texts but a
blueprint for civil, rigorous debate.

Semantic Integrations: Practical
Philosophy

To  fully  appreciate  the  anthology,
consider how its themes resonate beyond
the classroom. In professional ethics, for

example, the concept of reason is central
to  decision-making  frameworks,  while
responsibility  governs  accountability.
Feinberg’s  exploration  of  free  will  and
determinism informs legal debates about
criminal  liability.  His  work  on  personal
identity  (another  chapter  topic)  sheds
light  on bioethical  questions  concerning
advance  directives  and  dementia.  By
grounding abstract philosophy in practical
contexts,  Reason  and  Responsibility
Feinberg  demonstrates  that  philosophy
is  not  an  esoteric  indulgence  but  a
necessary  inquiry  for  any  reflective
person.

Criticisms and Limitations

No  scholarly  work  is  beyond  critique.
Some  have  argued  that  Feinberg’s
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anthology  overrepresents  analytic
philosophy at the expense of continental
or  non-Western  traditions.  Readers
seeking the voices of  existentialists like
Sartre  or  de  Beauvoir,  or  Eastern
philosophers such as Nagarjuna, may find
the  selection  narrow.  Furthermore,  the
book’s emphasis on reasoned argument
occasionally  underplays  the  role  of
emotion,  narrative,  and  embodied
experience  in  ethical  life.  Yet  these
limitations  also  serve  as  teachable
moments.  Instructors  often  supplement
the readings with primary sources from
other  traditions,  using  Feinberg’s
framework as a springboard. In this way,
Reason and Responsibility  Feinberg
remains a starting point, not an endpoint,
for philosophical exploration.

Impact on Legal and Ethical
Theory

A  deeper  layer  of  the  anthology’s
significance  lies  in  Feinberg’s  own
contributions, particularly his work on the
c o n c e p t  o f  h a r m  a n d  t h e  l e g a l
enforcement of morality. His essay “Legal
Paternalism”  (often  included)  explores
when  the  state  may  restrict  individual
freedom for the person’s own good. This
connects  directly  to  the  theme  of
responsibility:  to  what  extent  are  we
responsible for  our  own well-being,  and
when  does  society  have  a  right  to
intervene? These questions remain urgent
in  debates  over  seatbelt  laws,  drug
regulation,  and public  health  mandates.
By reading Feinberg alongside Mill’s  On
Liberty,  students  grasp  the  ongoing



tens ion  between  autonomy  and
protection—a tension that  requires both
reason and responsibility to navigate.

Teaching with Reason and
Responsibility

For  educators,  the  anthology  offers  a
flexible  curriculum.  Each  part  can  stand
alone or be woven into a semester-long
survey. The study questions are designed
to  prompt  discussion:  “Does  Frankfurt’s
view adequately capture our concept of
free will?” “Is it ever rational to believe in
God without evidence?” These questions
mirror  the Socratic  method,  placing the
burden  of  proof  on  the  student.  The
keyword  Reason  and  Responsibility
Feinberg  thus  becomes  a  pedagogical
philosophy:  instructors  encourage

students to give reasons for their beliefs
while taking responsibility for the quality
of those reasons. Many professors report
that students who complete even a few
chapters emerge with markedly sharper
analytical skills.

Conclusion

Joel Feinberg’s Reason and Responsibility:
Readings  in  Some  Basic  Problems  of
Philosophy is far more than a textbook. It
is  an  invitation  to  engage  with  the
deepest  questions  of  human  existence
using the twin pillars of  rational  inquiry
and moral accountability. The anthology’s
enduring relevance testifies to its success
in balancing breadth with depth, historical
context  with  contemporary  urgency.
Whether you are a student encountering
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philosophy for the first time or a seasoned
scholar  revisiting  classic  debates,  the
Reason and Responsibility  Feinberg
collection  offers  a  structured  yet  open-
ended  dialogue  that  challenges  you  to

think better and live more thoughtfully. In
a  world  quick  to  offer  answers,  Feinberg
reminds  us  that  the  responsibility  to
reason carefully is never obsolete.


