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DETERMINABLES AND
DETERMINATES

The terminology of “determinables and determinates”
existed in scholastic philosophy, but the modern use of
these terms originated with the Cambridge (U.K.)
philosopher and logician W. E. Johnson, who revived the
terminology in his Logic (1921). Johnson said, “I propose
to call such terms as colour and shape determinables in
relation to such terms as red or circular which will be
called determinates.” Some other determinables are size,
weight, age, number, and texture. The terminology has
since passed into philosophical currency and is now used
to mark both the relation between determinate and deter-
minable qualities and the relation between the corre-
sponding words.

The chief features of this relation that Johnson and
his successors have found interesting are:

(1) Itislogically distinct from the relation of genus to
species. The denotation of a species term is
marked off within the denotation of a genus term
by the possession of properties known as differen-
tia. The species is thus to be construed as formed
by the conjunction of two logically independent

terms, either of which can, depending on the pur-
poses at hand, be construed as genus or differen-
tia. For example, the species term man is defined
as the conjunction of the terms rational and ani-
mal. However, the determinate term red is not
definable by conjoining the determinable term
color with any other independent term. To put this
point another way: Whereas we can say, “All
humans are animals which are rational,” no anal-
ogous statement can be made beginning, “All red
things are colored things which are” Any term
that could fill the gap would have to be synony-
mous with red. Red things do not possess some
trait other than their redness that, when con-
joined with their coloredness, makes them by def-
inition red. Both the genus-species relation and
the determinable-determinate relation are rela-
tions of the less specific to the more specific; but
in the former case the specification is provided by
some property logically independent of the genus,
whereas in the latter case the determinate cannot
be specified by adding additional independent
properties to the determinable.

This characteristic has been emphasized by Johnson,
John Cook Wilson, A. Prior, and John R. Searle; and it is
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DETERMINABLES AND DETERMINATES

this feature that chiefly justifies the introduction of this
terminology as an addition to the traditional arsenal.
Attempts have been made—by Searle, for example—to
give a rigorous formal definition of the determinable
relation utilizing this feature; but it is not clear to what
extent they have succeeded.

(2) Determinates under the same determinable are
incompatible. For example, the same object can-
not be simultaneously red and green at the same
point; and a man six feet tall cannot be simulta-
neously five feet tall. It might seem that coun-
terexamples could be produced to this point
since, for example, an object can be both red and
scarlet, and red and scarlet are both determinates
of color. However, such counterexamples are eas-
ily disposed of on the basis of the fact that scarlet
is a shade of red, and hence red is a determinable
of scarlet.

We must distinguish the relation in which red stands
to scarlet from the relation in which color stands to either
red or scarlet. Both are cases of the determinable relation,
but they are significantly different. We may think of color
terminology as providing us with a hierarchy of terms,
many of which will stand in the determinable relation to
each other as the specification of shades progresses from
the less precise to the more precise. But at the top of the
hierarchy stands the term color, which we may describe as
an absolute determinable of all the other members of the
hierarchy, including such lower-order determinables as
“red” and their determinates, such as “scarlet.”

Our original point can then be restated by saying
that determinates under the same determinable are
incompatible unless one of the determinates is a lower-
order determinable of the other. In the literature of this
subject, the counterexamples are usually avoided by say-
ing that any two exact determinates—for example, exact
shades of color—are incompatible. However, it is not
clear what exact is supposed to mean in this context.

(3) Absolute determinables play a special role vis-a-
vis their determinates. This role may be expressed
by saying that, in general, for any determinate
term neither that term nor its negation is predica-
ble of an entity unless the corresponding absolute
determinable term is true of that entity. For
example, both the sentence “The number seven-
teen is red” and the sentence “The number seven-
teen is not red” sound linguistically odd because
numbers are not the sort of entities that can be
colored. Lacking the appropriate absolute deter-

minable, neither a determinate term nor its nega-
tion is true of the entity in question.

To have a convenient formulation of this point, we
may say that the predication of any determinate term or
its negation of an object presupposes that the correspon-
ding absolute determinable term is true of that object. We
define presupposition as follows: A term A presupposes a
term B if and only if it is a necessary condition of A’s
being either true or false of an object x that B is true of x.
Thus, in short and in general, determinates presuppose
their absolute determinables. No doubt certain qualifica-
tions would have to be made to account for the operation
of this principle in a natural language. For example, per-
haps what is presupposed by red is more accurately
expressed by colorable rather than by colored.

Aside from the intrinsic interest of these distinctions,
they have proved useful in other areas of philosophy. John
Locke’s very puzzling discussion of primary and second-
ary qualities can be illuminated by pointing out that he
fails to make sufficient use of the distinction between
determinable and determinate qualities. When, for exam-
ple, he says the primary qualities of a material body are
inseparable from it in whatever state it may be, he clearly
does not mean that a body must have this or that deter-
minate shape or size as opposed to some other shape or
size, but rather that it must have the absolute deter-
minables of the primary qualities: It is a necessary condi-
tion of something’s being a material object that it have
some shape or other, some size or other, and so on.

Again, it is useful to point out that absolute deter-
minables are closely related to categories. The notion of a
category (or at least one philosophically important
notion of a category) is the notion of a class of objects of
which a given term can be significantly predicated. Thus,
for example, correlative with the notion of red is the
notion of things that can significantly be called red; these
things are the members of the category associated with
red. But a necessary condition of something’s being a
member of the class of things that can be significantly
called “red” is that the absolute determinable of red must
be true of that thing since, as we saw above, determinates
presuppose their absolute determinables. Because a cate-
gory (of the sort we are considering) is always a category
relative to a certain term, and because a determinate term
presupposes its absolute determinable, the absolute
determinables provide a set of necessary conditions for
category membership relative to the determinate terms.

Where the absolute determinable provides not only a
necessary but also a sufficient condition of predictability
of the determinate term, the absolute determinable will
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simply denote the members of the category associated
with the determinate term. Thus, assuming colored (or
colorable) is the only presupposed term of red, the cate-
gory associated with red, and with any other determinate
of color, is only the class of objects that are (or could be)
colored.

See also Categories; Locke, John; Negation; Primary and
Secondary Qualities; Prior, Arthur Norman; Proper-
ties; Searle, John.
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DETERMINABLES AND
DETERMINATES
[ADDENDUM]

The relation between determinates and determinables
has certain interesting formal and modal features. It is
controversial whether these features are to be explained in
terms of something more basic or whether they are prim-
itive.

Formally speaking, the determinate-determinable
relation is transitive, asymmetric, and irreflexive. Because
scarlet is a determinate of red and red is a determinate of
color, scarlet is a determinate of color. Because scarlet is a
determinate of red, red is not a determinate of scarlet. And
nothing is a determinate of itself.

Modally speaking, three features are worthy of note.
First, if anything has some property, p, then it also has
every property, g, of which p is a determinate. Thus, of
necessity, scarlet things are red and colored. Second, the
relation guarantees the exclusion of codeterminates.
Nothing can have two determinates under a single deter-
minable (provided the determinates are not themselves
determination related). Thus, nothing can be both scarlet
and crimson, because both are codeterminates of color.
Third, and more controversially, any object with a deter-
minable property must have a property that is a determi-
nate of that property. Furthermore, there must be an
exactly determinate property under every determinable.

DETERMINABLES AND DETERMINATES [ADDENDUM]

It may be that the modal and formal structure of the
determinate-determinable relation is brute, but two the-
ories suggest otherwise. According to David M.
Armstrong (1997), codeterminates under a single deter-
minable are partially identical. Having five grams of mass
just consists in having one gram of mass five times over.
So, the exclusion relation is neatly explained by appeal to
familiar facts about identity. Nothing can be five grams of
mass and one gram of mass for the same reason that no
room can have exactly one lectern and exactly five
lecterns. However, the notion of partial identity for prop-
erties, as opposed to individuals, remains unclear.

Sydney Shoemaker (1984, 1998) holds that proper-
ties are individuated by the causal powers they bestow on
objects that instantiate them. This theory of properties
provides a ready explanation of the nature of the deter-
minate-determinable relation: The powers endowed by a
determinable property are a proper subset of the powers
endowed by a determinate of that property (2001). For
example, scarlet bestows the power to trigger scarlet
detectors as well as red and color detectors. Some of the
modal and formal features of the relation are then expli-
cable simply by appeal to set theory, with its transitive,
asymmetric, and irreflexive relation of proper subset-
hood. For example, if anything is scarlet, then it is also
red, because if anything has the set of causal powers
endowed by scarlet, then it has every subset of the causal
powers in that set, and one of those subsets corresponds
to red. The exclusion of codeterminates requires another
explanation, however, which appeals to the individuation
of powers. If an object were both scarlet and crimson, it
would have incompatible causal powers, that is, it would
be disposed to act in contradictory ways in the identical
circumstances.

This reduction of the determinate-determinable
relation would be more satisfying were the causal theory
of properties that underwrites it less controversial.
Among the more surprising consequences of the theory is
that the laws of nature are strictly metaphysically neces-
sary. Moreover, the theory is not perfectly general, but
applies only to certain properties. The causal relation
itself, along with purely formal properties like self-
identity, cannot be correlated with a unique set of pow-
ers, but such noncausal properties may nevertheless stand
in determinate-determinable relations.

One other characteristic is worthy of note: Determi-
nates and determinables do not compete for causal effi-
cacy. If a scarlet patch sets off a red detector, it is
appropriate both to say the detector was triggered by the
red and that the detector was triggered by the scarlet. The
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DETERMINISM, A HISTORICAL SURVEY

overdetermination here is harmless, which raises the pos-
sibility that the relation may be appropriated by nonre-
ductive physicalists seeking a way to preserve the causal
efficacy of the mental in a physical world; perhaps physi-
cal properties are determinates of mental determinables
(Yablo 1992).

The fit is not quite right, however. To repeat the
point made earlier, the determinate-determinable rela-
tion is not the genus-species relation, nor is it merely one
of greater and lesser generality. A perfectly determinate
shape may be realized in different materials, but the con-
junctions of that shape with different types of material do
not form further determinates of shape. Likewise, mental
properties may still admit multiple physical realiza-
tions even if they are perfect determinates of thought
(Funkhouser).

See also Armstrong, David M.; Properties; Set Theory;
Shoemaker, Sydney.
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DETERMINISM, A
HISTORICAL SURVEY

Determinism is the general philosophical thesis that
states that for everything that ever happens there are con-
ditions such that, given them, nothing else could happen.
The several versions of this thesis rest upon various
alleged connections and interdependencies of things and
events, asserting that these hold without exception.

There have been many versions of deterministic the-
ories in the history of philosophy, springing from diverse
motives and considerations, some of which overlap con-
siderably. We shall consider these in the order in which

they have been historically significant, together with cer-
tain alternative theories that philosophers have proposed.
There are five theories of determinism to be considered,
which can for convenience be called ethical determinism,
logical determinism, theological determinism, physical
determinism, and psychological determinism.

ETHICAL DETERMINISM

ADVOCATES. It seemed to Socrates that every man
always chooses what seems to him best, that no man can
set as the object of his choice something that seems evil or
bad to him. Plato had much the same view, arguing that
no man who knows what is good can possibly choose
anything else. They drew the obvious corollary that
wrongdoing or the pursuit of evil must always be either
involuntary or the result of ignorance.

A thirsty man, for example, might choose to drink
from a certain cup in ignorance of the fact that it contains
poison, or, knowing its contents, he might be forced to
drink from it. But he could not, knowing that it contained
poison and that this would bring upon him a great evil,
voluntarily drink from it. Socrates and Plato thought that
similar reasoning applies to any choice whatsoever.
Hence, the Socratic doctrine that virtue is knowledge and
vice ignorance. If one knows the good, he automatically
seeks it; if one seeks something else, it can only be because
he is pursuing an apparent, but specious, good—in other
words, because he is ignorant of what is in fact good. An
obvious corollary to this, and one that was drawn by
Plato, is that the best commonwealth would be one gov-
erned by philosophers—that is, by men who know the
good and can intellectually distinguish it from its coun-
terfeits.

It is evident that in this ethical intellectualism, which
is so central to Platonism, there is a theory of determin-
ism. Men’s voluntary actions are invariably determined
by an apparent good; hence, all their actions are deter-
mined by this, if by nothing else. Philosophers who have
been convinced by this teaching have nevertheless with-
out exception insisted that it enhances rather than
debases man’s freedom. Freedom, they have maintained,
is precisely the determination of the will by what is good.
To have one’s will or choice determined by what is bad is
to be enslaved; to have it determined by something less
than the highest good is, to that extent, to be less than
perfectly free. Thus, Plato described the wicked tyrant,
who pursues what is evil because he is ignorant of the
true good, as enslaved and an object of pity.
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René Descartes believed that no man who knew his
true “end” or highest good could reject it in favor of
something less and maintained that man’s freedom con-
sisted precisely in knowing that good and being thereby
determined to seek it. St. Thomas Aquinas spoke simi-
larly, with qualifications, concerning man’s knowledge of
his true “end” or highest good. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz
similarly took for granted the fact that God could not
possibly be guided by anything except the true good,
which he must surely know, and that in creating a world,
for example, he therefore could not create any but the
best possible world. Still, Leibniz maintained, this is no
derogation of God’s freedom; on the contrary, it is the
most perfect freedom to have one’s will thus determined.

OPPONENTS. Aristotle rejected this theory of ethical
determinism, mostly because it conflicts with what he
took to be the evident fact of incontinence. It seemed
clear to him that sometimes a man’s desires or appetites
are in conflict with his reason, precisely in the sense that
he desires something bad even while knowing that it is
bad, which is the very essence of incontinence. John
Locke took the same position. A drunkard, Locke pointed
out, well knows that his use of spirits is bad for him, but
the mere knowledge of this cannot be depended upon to
extinguish his desire for them.

Most contemporary thinkers incline to the same
view. The moral and intellectual determination of men’s
choices and the consequent impossibility of genuine
incontinence are no longer considered a plausible view by
very many. Nevertheless, it is not easy to see just what is
wrong with it. Surely, men do prefer the better to the
worse in some sense—not what is absolutely better, per-
haps, but what at least seems better; otherwise, why
would any man choose it? It is the very nature of things
bad to be shunned, and that is precisely why they are
called bad.

Perhaps the real issue here is the more general oppo-
sition between rationalism and voluntarism. If one
assumes the primacy of man’s reason and supposes his
will, or what the Greeks called his appetite, to be naturally
subordinate to it, then the Socratic thesis of the determi-
nation of the will by the reason is difficult to refute. If, on
the other hand, one presupposes the primacy of man’s
will or appetite and assumes the intellect to be at least
sometimes subordinate to the will, then there is no diffi-
culty in accounting for incontinence. Furthermore, there
have been many philosophers—for example, Benedict
(Baruch) de Spinoza, Thomas Hobbes, and William
James—who have insisted that all it means to describe

DETERMINISM, A HISTORICAL SURVEY

something as good is that it is the object of one’s will—
that is, of his desire or interest. If this is so, then the
Socratic thesis becomes utterly trivial. It amounts to say-
ing nothing more than that the object of a man’s will is
always an apparent good—that is, something that is the
object of his will. This is certainly true but not significant.

LOGICAL DETERMINISM

Very early in the development of Western philosophy it
occurred to certain thinkers that logic alone suggests that
men’s wills are fettered, that nothing is really in their
power to alter. This thesis was developed by Diodorus
Cronus and others of his school, whom Aristotle some-
times referred to as “the Megarians,” and more impor-
tantly by the highly influential school of the Stoics. Such
views were associated by the ancients with the idea of fate,
an idea that has, however, the same implications as cer-
tain forms of determinism with respect to human free-
dom. Thus, if no man’s destiny is in any degree up to him,
if everything that he ever does is something he could
never have avoided, then in the clearest sense it is idle to
speak of his having a free will. The Stoics thought that the
most elementary consideration of logic shows this to be
true.

The consideration in question is simply the supposi-
tion that every statement whatsoever is true or, if not
true, false. This ultimately came to be expressed in the
dictum tertium non datur, meaning that no third truth-
value, besides true and false, can be assigned to any state-
ment. If this is so, then it must hold for statements about
the future as well as any others, for statements about indi-
vidual men’s future actions and even for statements or
propositions that are never asserted. It must also, of
course, apply to statements believed by the gods. The last
idea eventually became very important when the belief in
an omniscient and infallible god became theological
dogma.

What apparently led certain ancients, such as
Chrysippus, Posidonius, and the Stoics generally to take
the idea of logical determinism seriously was a consider-
ation of signs, omens, and portents, which were then
widely believed in. If there are signs from which it can be
discovered what is going to happen, especially what a cer-
tain man is going to do at a certain time, and if, moreover,
such signs are vouchsafed to men by gods, then it seems
that such predictions must unavoidably, in the fullness of
time, be fulfilled. Any such prediction that was not ful-
filled could not have been true when made, contradicting
the supposition that it was true. If such a prediction must
be fulfilled, then it seems to follow that it is not within

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition



DETERMINISM, A HISTORICAL SURVEY

anyone’s power to confute it. The extension of this
thought to all actions of all men leads quite naturally to
the view that no man’s actions are ever free or that noth-
ing any man ever does was ever avoidable, it having
always been true that he was going to do whatever he
eventually did.

ARISTOTLE'S OPINION. A penetrating discussion of
this problem is contained in some much disputed pas-
sages of Aristotle’s De interpretatione. Aristotle there con-
siders the question whether every true proposition,
asserting that a certain event has occurred at a certain
time, was true before the event in question took place and
whether every false proposition, asserting that a certain
event has occurred at a certain time, was false before the
event failed to take place at that time.

Suppose, for example, a naval battle took place yes-
terday. This would seem to entail that it was already true,
prior to yesterday, that it was going to occur. If anyone
had said a thousand years earlier that such a battle was
going to occur that day, then it would seem that his pre-
diction was true, and if anyone had denied it a thousand
years earlier, then the events of that day would have
shown him to have been wrong. Aristotle, however,
seemed reluctant to make this seemingly obvious infer-
ence. He suggested that it is inconsistent with the fact that
men sometimes deliberate about whether to make certain
things happen and with the belief all men have that it is
sometimes up to them whether the events about which
they deliberate will occur. If it is true a thousand years
before a naval battle occurs that it is going to occur on a
certain day, then whether or not anyone actually makes
the prediction, it is difficult to see how, when that day
arrives, it can still be up to the naval commander whether
the battle will occur or what point there could be in any-
one’s deliberating about whether to precipitate it. The
same difficulty arises if one supposes it to have been false
a thousand years earlier that a naval battle would later
occur. Aristotle therefore seems to suggest that some
propositions—namely, those which assert or deny the
future occurrence of certain deliberate actions of men or
of events which are dependent upon these—are some-
times neither true nor false until the actions have either
occurred or failed to occur.

SUBSEQUENT CONTROVERSY. This whole question
was highly vexing to the early thinkers who followed Aris-
totle. It was even more troublesome to the Scholastics,
many of whom felt bound to affirm the freedom of the
human will but also bound to affirm that God knows
from the beginning of time everything that will ever hap-

pen in his creation. Most of the Stoics, whose philosophy
was highly fatalistic anyway, embraced the view of logical
determinism or fatalism, while many of the Epicureans,
who from moral considerations had always set themselves
against any theories of fatalism, sometimes defended the
view that statements about the future need not be either
true or false and hence could not be known in advance
even by the gods.

Diodorus Cronus was perhaps the most polemical of
the early advocates of logical determinism. His funda-
mental principle, which is obviously a very strong one,
was that it always follows from the fact that something
has happened that it was going to happen and, hence, that
it was true that it was going to happen before it did hap-
pen. Applying this seemingly incontestable dictum,
Diodorus concluded that nothing is ever possible except
what actually happens, from which it follows that it is
never within any man’s power to do anything except what
he actually does.

Among the problems to which this conclusion gave
rise was one called “the idle argument,” which states that
there is never any point in any man’s ever taking any pre-
cautions or making any preparations. If, for example, a
man is ill, then it follows from Diodorus’s principle that
he is either going to recover or he is not going to recover.
If he is going to recover, then he will recover whether or
not he summons a physician; similarly, if he is going to
perish, then he will perish whether or not he summons a
physician. Hence, there is no point in his summoning a
physician in either case because the outcome is already
inevitable. The philosopher Chrysippus sought to resolve
this evident absurdity by inventing the notion of “con-
destinate” facts, facts whose truths are dependent upon
one another. Thus, it may be true that a man is going to
recover from his illness and also true that he is going to
recover only if he summons a physician, from which one
cannot conclude that he will recover whether or not he
summons a physician. The two facts are, in this case,
“condestinate.”

CONTEMPORARY ANALYTICAL DISTINCTIONS.
Contemporary philosophers have for the most part tried
to resolve the problems of logical determinism by distin-
guishing between modal concepts, such as necessary,
impossible, and so on, and the nonmodal concepts of
true and false and by refusing to make certain inferences
from one kind of concept to the other. Thus, from the fact
that something happens of necessity, it follows that it
happens, and from the fact that it is impossible for some-
thing to happen, it follows that it does not happen. The
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reverse of these inferences cannot be made, however;
something might happen without being necessary, and
something might fail to happen without being impossi-
ble. This permits one to say without contradiction that it
is true, without being necessary, or false, without being
impossible, that a certain man is going to perform a cer-
tain action.

The difficulty that some writers have found in this
seemingly obvious solution is that “necessary” and
“impossible,” as applied to human actions, do not mean
logically necessary and impossible. (As Gilbert Ryle and
others have noted, the only things that can be logically
necessary or impossible are propositions, not events or
actions.) When the ancients described an event or action
as necessary, they simply meant that it was unavoidable,
and when they described it as impossible, they meant that
it was not within the power of an agent to bring it about.
This is still what men mean by such locutions. It is surely
not obvious how an action can be avoidable on the sup-
position that it has been true from the beginning of the
world that it would be performed by a certain man at a
certain time and place, and it is not obvious how it can be
within the power of an agent to perform a given action on
the supposition that it is eternally false that he will. Still,
as critics of this line of thought have forever pointed out,
we must take for granted that men are often able to do
many things which they never do and to forgo many
things which they do all the time. It is perhaps just this
that has always been at issue.

Following the suggestions of Aristotle, some contem-
porary philosophers, such as Charles Hartshorne, have
maintained that predictions concerning a man’s future
voluntary actions are always false, the truth being
expressed only by a statement to the effect that he might
and might not perform them. Others have argued that
such predictions are neither true nor false when made,
though they eventually become either true or false. In this
connection Ryle has suggested that “correct” and “incor-
rect,” as applied to predictions of this sort, are more like
verdicts than descriptions and thus convey more the idea
of “fulfilled” and “unfulfilled” than of “true” and “false.” It
would be always wrong to call a prediction fulfilled as
long as it is a prediction, and similarly, Ryle suggests, it is
misleading to speak of predictions as having been true.
Ryle and others have also noted the error of thinking of
predictions as the causes of the events they predict,
though essentially the same error was pointed out by St.
Augustine and many of the Scholastics, who noted that
God’s prescience is never by itself the cause of anything.

DETERMINISM, A HISTORICAL SURVEY

Perhaps the most significant upshot of this whole
problem, however, has been the considerable contempo-
rary philosophical discussion concerning the status of
future things, particularly future contingent or undeter-
mined things. Do they exist “in the future,” awaiting only
the lapse of time in order to become present, or do they
have the more nebulous status sometimes referred to as
possible existence? Ryle has suggested that predictive
statements are not true or false in the same way that state-
ments about past things are, precisely because the things
to which they ostensibly refer do not have the same deter-
minate existence, and that some descriptive statements
therefore cannot make sense until the things ostensibly
described really do exist. He thus compares certain pre-
dictive statements, such as the statement that a given man
is going to cough at a certain future time, with statements
about “past” things which might have been but never
were—for example, certain automobile accidents that
were prevented. All these suggestions have raised some of
the most vexatious questions in contemporary meta-
physics, and they are very far from being resolved.

THEOLOGICAL DETERMINISM

With the development of Christian theology there arose
the concept of a God who is, among other things, per-
fectly good, omniscient, and omnipotent and upon
whom, moreover, the entire world and everything in it,
down to the minutest detail, are absolutely dependent for
existence and character. This idea is obviously loaded
with possibilities for deterministic theories, and there
have been many philosophers and theologians who have
developed them into extensive systems, some of which
have formed the basis for theological doctrines having an
extremely wide and abiding influence.

MORAL DETERMINATION OF GOD'S WILL. If, for
example, we consider first the absolute goodness of God,
it seems incongruous not only to think of him as choos-
ing or by his action inflicting evil, but equally of his being
able to choose, inflict, or even permit evil. Since, more-
over, the world is the result of his act of creation, it seems
to follow that it is the only world that was ever possible,
being of necessity the best that was possible. Many of the
Stoics affirmed this conception, identifying the world or
“nature” with God or Zeus and also with fate. The world,
they thought, is the only possible world, and nothing in it
could be different from what it is. It is nevertheless good,
and so the aim of a wise man should simply be to find
and accept his place in it. Spinoza’s philosophy contains
essentially the same idea. In the first book of his Ethics he
affirms that nothing in nature is contingent, that there is
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no free will in God, and, hence, that things could not have
been produced by God in any other manner, though
Spinoza was led to these conclusions by considerations
other than the mere goodness of God.

Perhaps it was Leibniz who tried hardest to reconcile
the moral determinism implied by God’s absolute good-
ness with the existence of alternative possibilities. Leibniz
distinguished two senses of necessity, which he called
absolute and hypothetical. Given the absolute goodness
of God, he said, then the world that exists must be the
only possible world, because it is of necessity the best pos-
sible one. But this is only on the hypothesis that God is
good; hence, the exclusive necessity of this world is only
hypothetical. In the absolute sense, not taking into
account God’s goodness, this world is only one of many
possible worlds, contrary to what Spinoza maintained.
Something is necessary in an absolute sense only if its
negation involves a contradiction, and in this sense nei-
ther God’s acts nor men’s are necessary. The actions of
men are necessary only in the sense that there is a suffi-
cient reason for them, as for everything else. This is con-
sistent with their being free, considered in themselves,
Leibniz thought, since in no absolute sense are they nec-
essary.

It is doubtful, however, whether Leibniz’s distinc-
tions supply more than a verbal solution to the problem
of theological determinism. One can grant that this must
be the only possible world given the hypothesis that it is
the creation of an absolutely good creator and thus agree
that apart from that hypothesis it is not the only possible
world. But as soon as one affirms God’s goodness, which
traditional theology considered beyond doubt, then it is
difficult to see in what sense alternative worlds are still
“possible.” Leibniz’s concept of hypothetical necessity has
nevertheless had the most far-reaching significance in the
subsequent development of the ideas of determinism and
free will, for it became a cornerstone for generations of
later philosophers, like David Hume, in their attempted
reconciliations of physical and psychological determin-
ism with free will.

DIVINE OMNISCIENCE AND DETERMINISM. The
omniscience of God has likewise seemed to many
thinkers to imply the inevitability of everything that hap-
pens. The philosophical arguments involved in this kind
of determinism, resting on the idea that all truths are
eternal, are essentially the same as those which led
Diodorus and others to assert fatalism, but the addition
of the premise that there is a being who knows all truths

from the beginning of time gives these arguments an
especially powerful appeal to the imagination.

St. Augustine. An omniscient being knows every-
thing. St. Augustine and virtually every other theologian
who contributed greatly to the development of Christian
thought assumed without question that God, as thus con-
ceived, must know in advance every action that every
man is ever going to perform, including, of course, every
sin he will ever commit. If this is so, then the question
arises of how men can behave otherwise than God knows
they will—how, for example, a man can forgo those sins
that God, when he created the man, knew he would com-
mit. The strongest concise way of expressing this point is
to say that (1) if God knows that I shall perform a certain
act at a certain time and (2) if I am nevertheless able to
forgo that act when the time for performing it arrives,
then (3) it follows that I am at least able to confute an
item of divine knowledge, whether or not I actually do so.
That conclusion, of course, is absurd. The second prem-
ise, accordingly, must be false if the first is true.

Carneades, a pre-Christian defender of human self-
determination and freedom, maintained that even Apollo
could not know in advance what men were going to do.
Such a view, however, seemed so inconsistent with the
notion of omniscience that hardly any Christian thinker
entertained it. St. Augustine, in considering this question
independently of the idea of God’s power, maintained
that God’s foreknowledge constitutes no threat whatso-
ever to man’s free will. God, according to St. Augustine,
foresees all events because they are going to occur; they
do not occur just because he has foreseen them. Thus, he
compared God’s prescience to a man’s memory. The fact
that someone remembers an event does not render that
event necessary or involuntary, and the same is true with
respect to God’s foreknowing an event. Again, St. Augus-
tine pointed out, there is no difficulty in the notion of
God’s foreknowing that someone will be happy, from
which one can hardly conclude that such a man must
therefore be happy against his will. And whether or not
we do anything else voluntarily, it can hardly be denied
that we will things voluntarily, and this constitutes no
reason why God should not know what we are going to
will. Many of the other events God foreknows are things
that, as God knows, depend upon our wills for their hap-
pening, from which it follows that they are both fore-
known and willed—that is, voluntary. Most of the
apparent difficulties in reconciling divine prescience with
human freedom seemed to St. Augustine to evaporate in
any case as soon as one comprehends the nature of God’s
eternity. The distinctions of “before” and “after,” which
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are essential to the formulation of this kind of theological
determinism, have no application to God, according to St.
Augustine. His eternity is not an everlastingness but,
rather, an existence that is altogether independent of
time. God therefore sees the whole of history in a manner
similar to that in which we view the present, and from
this point of view one is not easily tempted to suppose
that God’s knowledge imposes any determination on
things to come.

SUBSEQUENT VIEWS. St. Augustine’s reflections on this
problem have for the most part been followed by subse-
quent thinkers. St. Thomas Aquinas, for example, similarly
emphasized the eternity of God’s vision and argued that
God’s knowledge is not by itself the cause of anything.
Boethius, in The Consolation of Philosophy, defended the
same view, adding numerous analogies to increase the
plausibility of his arguments. Thus, he noted, a sign shows
that to which it points without thereby producing it. In the
same way God knows what will come to pass, but his
knowing does not cause anything to happen. Again, a man
might at one and the same time see another man walking
and the sun rising; yet the man’s walking can be voluntary,
whereas the sun’s rising is not. This, Boethius maintained,
is the manner in which God views all things from the per-
spective of eternity. Boethius was thus led to his famous
definition of eternity as “the simultaneous and complete
possession of infinite life.” In such a conception there is no
suggestion of succession in time, and God must thus see
all things in a manner similar to that in which we view
things spread out in a given moment.

This Augustinian solution to the problem, echoed so
often in the subsequent history of thought, has not been
without dissenters, however. In the fourteenth century
Peter Aureol reaffirmed what he took to be the arguments
of Aristotle, maintaining that propositions concerning
particular future contingent events, such as men’s acts of
free will, cannot be either true or false. This would seem
to imply, of course, that God cannot foreknow them, but
Peter Aureol seemed reluctant to draw that heterodox
conclusion. He observed that God’s foreknowledge does
not make anything true or false and is to that extent con-
sistent with the lack of either truth or falsity in some such
propositions. He apparently did not observe that in order
to be known by God, a proposition must nevertheless be
true when foreknown, since God obviously cannot know
something to be true that is in fact neither true nor false.
William of Ockham expressed similar doubts but, unlike
Peter Aureol, was unwilling to reject either the law of
excluded middle or the doctrine of divine omniscience.
God, according to William of Ockham, is omniscient and
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hence knows all future contingent events. In the case of
any disjunction to the effect that a given contingent event
either is going to occur at a given time or is not going to
occur at that time, God knows which of the mutually
inconsistent propositions is true since he is omniscient. It
follows that one of them is true and the other one false.
But, according to this thinker, no one knows how this is
possible, and no philosophical arguments, such as St.
Augustine’s, can render it really intelligible. Ockham’s
position thus consisted essentially of simply affirming
what he thought was required by both logic and faith and
refusing to render either intelligible in terms of the other.

The attempts of St. Augustine and many others to
reconcile God’s omniscience with the indetermination of
men’s actions were entirely rejected by the eighteenth-
century American theologian Jonathan Edwards, who
maintained that divine prescience imposes the same
necessity upon things as does predestination, a doctrine
that had been taught by St. Augustine. Foreknowledge,
Edwards agreed, does not cause those things that are fore-
known, but it nonetheless renders them certain and
therefore inevitable. Indeed, such foreknowledge could
not exist if determinism were not true, for there can be no
certainty with respect to any contingent things. To say
that things are foreknown with certainty by God and are
nevertheless contingent and thus uncertain struck
Edwards as an evident absurdity.

Similar doubts are expressed, among contemporary
philosophers, by Charles Hartshorne. Hartshorne has
defended indeterminism and free will, and defending also
the belief in God, he has proposed an exceedingly inter-
esting revision of the idea of omniscience. An omniscient
being, according to him, is one who knows everything that
it is possible to know. There can, however, be no
antecedent truth with respect to particular future free
actions of men other than that they might and might not
occur. God, accordingly, cannot know whether they will be
performed until the time for the performance arrives. He
is nevertheless omniscient, since only those things that are
inherently unknowable are unknown to him. It is signifi-
cant and rarely noted that this is precisely the position
taken by St. Thomas Aquinas with respect to God’s
omnipotence. God, according to St. Thomas, is omnipo-
tent not in the sense that he can do anything whatsoever
but, rather, that he can do anything that it is possible to do.

DIVINE POWER AND PREDESTINATION. It was earlier
noted that the three chief sources of theological deter-
minism are God’s presumably unlimited goodness,
knowledge, and power. It is undoubtedly the third of
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these alleged attributes that has been the richest source of
such theories. Even St. Augustine, although he defended
human freedom on other grounds, felt obliged to relin-
quish it in the light of his conception of God’s power.
Thus arose the doctrine of predestination and all the
baneful consequences it has wrought in the history of
Christendom.

A man’s power, St. Augustine thought, is nothing in
comparison to that of his maker. Indeed, a man is help-
less to do anything except sin unless he is assisted by the
power and grace of God—“God worketh in us both to
will and to do.” Adam, our first ancestor, was, to be sure,
free and, hence, free not to sin, but he sinned anyway and
thereby cast the entire race of men into a morass of sin
from which it is unable to lift itself by its own power. God
as well as the blessed are unable to sin, but men are
unable to avoid it. Accordingly, no man can be saved by
the exercise of his own will, which can lead him only to
damnation. He can be saved only by being chosen by
God.

The same opinions were promulgated by Martin
Luther and John Calvin, particularly in Luther’s dispute
with Desiderius Erasmus and Calvin’s dispute with the
Arminians on the issue of man’s free will; they formed a
considerable part of the theological basis of the Protes-
tant Reformation. Both Luther and Calvin stressed the
power, sovereignty, and righteousness of God, subordi-
nating to these the belief in his love and mercy. God,
according to Luther, does not merely foreknow what will
happen. He foreknows, purposes, and does everything
according to his eternal, changeless, and infallible will. To
affirm any power or freedom on man’s part, particularly
any freedom to perform meritorious actions, seemed to
both Luther and Calvin to compromise the power of God
and even to set men in competition with him. Without
God’s grace everything we do is evil and therefore deter-
mined. It is not within any man’s power to do any good
thing. Even actions which would otherwise be right and
proper, such as acts of charity, are, according to Luther,
without merit if not accompanied by faith and prompted
by grace. Luther thus compared the human will with the
will of a beast of burden, which is ridden by either God or
Satan. If ridden by God, it goes where God wills, and if by
Satan, where Satan wills; in neither case, however, does it
choose the rider. The riders, God and Satan, vie over who
shall control it. Such views as these were once, of course,
the source of persecutions and upheavals, but they are
rarely enunciated with seriousness now, even by theolo-
gians, for the idea of divine power no longer has the real-
ity in men’s minds that it once had.

PHYSICAL DETERMINISM

Modern theories of determinism were inspired mainly by
the development of physical science, particularly in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Scientists then dis-
covered that the motions of the heavenly bodies were not
only regular but also “obeyed” certain laws that could be
expressed with mathematical exactness. Gradually, the
whole approach to the study of nature, which had been
philosophical, speculative, and heavily influenced by
Aristotle, gave way to observation, experiment, and the
search for laws. The idea slowly took hold that all things
in nature, men included, behave according to inviolable
and unchanging laws of nature. In the philosophical tra-
dition there was a great deal that made this idea plausible,
reasonable, and almost inevitable. Theories of determin-
ism were about as old as philosophy. The rise of physical
science only prompted philosophers to revise somewhat
the content of deterministic theories to which they were
already thoroughly accustomed. They more or less ceased
thinking of human actions and other events as deter-
mined by moral considerations or by an eternal and
immutable God and began thinking of them as deter-
mined by eternal and immutable laws of nature.

THE EPICUREANS. Of course, this idea was by no means
new. The view that everything is composed of matter or,
more precisely, of minute and impenetrable atoms or
invisible material particles had been elaborated by Leu-
cippus and Democritus before the Christian era and had
been perpetuated in the teachings of the Epicureans for
centuries. Such a conception of nature gave rise to the
idea that if everything that happens is resolvable into the
motions and combinations of atoms, then men’s behav-
ior, too, must be reducible to and understandable in
terms of the motions of atoms. The early atomists
assumed that this must be true even of men’s thoughts
and desires, since, according to them, even the “soul” is
composed of atoms. The behavior of atoms, in turn, was
thought to be a function of their speed, direction of
motion, and sometimes their shapes. Atoms changed the
direction of their motion simply by being struck by other
atoms. Material bodies arose from the combination of
atoms into groups or clusters and perished as a result of
their dispersion. The atoms themselves, however, were
individually indestructible and indivisible.

The Epicureans who took over this theory of nature
were not long in discovering its implications with respect
to human freedom. These philosophers were concerned
mostly with discovering the means to the attainment of
the highest good for man, which they took to be happi-
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ness and freedom from pain. It would be idle, however, to
work out the means for the attainment of this if men had
no freedom to choose those means. If the theory of atom-
ism were true, then it would seem that what became of a
man and whether he attained a good life were simply
matters of how physical bodies and, ultimately, the atoms
of which all bodies are composed behaved, and no man
would have any hand in what became of him. The Epi-
cureans accordingly modified the theory by claiming the
atoms to have the power of occasional spontaneous
motion, which they referred to as the capacity to swerve.
Ordinarily, an atom would change its direction only by
being driven from its path by impact with another atom,
but occasionally, they maintained, an atom alters its path
spontaneously, without any cause for this change at all.
This enabled the Epicureans to maintain that there is an
element of contingency and uncertainty in nature, that
not everything is determined by physical laws, and that
men can therefore intelligibly be thought of as free to
some extent or, in modern terms, as having free will. The
Epicureans’ opponents never tired of waxing merry with
the doctrine of the swerve, however. Indeed, that doctrine
did enable the Epicureans to avoid determinism, but
there appeared to be nothing else in its favor, and it
seemed, moreover, to be plainly irrational.

HOBBES'S MATERIALISM. Perhaps the best example of
physical determinism in modern philosophy is the system
of Thomas Hobbes. His philosophy represents a thor-
oughgoing attempt to interpret human nature according
to the basic presuppositions of the science of bodies—
that is, physics—and although it is no longer novel, it is
probably fair to say that the generations of thinkers since
Hobbes who have shared his aim and purpose have not
significantly modified or improved upon his fundamen-
tal ideas. Modern materialistic theories differ from
Hobbes’s basic system only in details and mode of expres-
sion and share equally with it such purely philosophical
merits and defects as it may possess.

Hobbes denied the existence of any immaterial soul
or spirit in men, maintaining, as do some contemporary
materialists, such as J. J. C. Smart, that ideas, sensations,
and all psychological processes are motions or modifica-
tions of matter in the brain. From this it at once follows
that human behavior is the behavior of matter and is to
be understood according to the same general principles
that we apply to matter. The idea that men might be the
original sources of their own voluntary motions or that
acts of will might arise without causes was rejected as
unintelligible; nothing, Hobbes said, “taketh a beginning
from itself” Whatever happens, whether in the realm of
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human behavior, human thought, or elsewhere is caused
and hence causally determined by changes of material
particles. Voluntary actions are therefore no less necessi-
tated than anything else.

Hobbes nevertheless insisted that such complete
physical determinism is consistent with human liberty,
for he defined liberty as simply the absence of external
restraint or impediment and, hence, as something that
even inanimate things can possess. He said that, properly
understood, liberty is simply the “absence of all the
impediments to action that are not contained in the
nature and intrinsical quality of the agent” Hobbes con-
cluded that any unobstructed moving body can be con-
sidered free. The unobstructed water of a flowing stream,
for example, descends freely, though it is not at liberty to
ascend or to flow across the riverbed. It is part of the
“nature and intrinsical quality” of water to flow down-
ward, and it flows freely.

Hobbes interpreted human nature according to such
analogies. All voluntary human action, he thought, is
caused by the alternate operation of the general motives
of desire and aversion, which he took to be similar to,
and, indeed, varieties of, physical forces. The proximate
or immediate cause of a voluntary motion is an act of the
will, but an act of the will is never free in the sense of
being uncaused. It is caused by some kind of desire or
aversion. Deliberation was described by Hobbes as an
alternate succession of contrary appetites, a kind of vacil-
lation between competing impulses, in which the
appetites are of such approximately equal force that nei-
ther immediately overcomes the other. Deliberation
ceases when one of them comes to outweigh and thus to
prevail over the other. An “act of will,” accordingly, is sim-
ply the “last appetite”—that is, the desire or aversion
upon which one finally acts. To speak of an agent’s act of
will as “free” would be equivalent to saying that the agent
is able to perform it if he wills to perform it, and this
Hobbes dismissed as an “absurd speech.” To say a man is
free to do a given action means only that he can do it if he
wills—that is, that his will or “last appetite” is sufficient to
produce that action—but it is obviously nonsense to
speak of an act of will itself being free in any such sense.
Any other sense of freedom, however, seemed to Hobbes
inherently incoherent. It is, for example, a fairly common
conception of liberty among the advocates of free will
that a free agent is one who, when all things necessary to
produce a given action are present, can nevertheless
refrain from that action. This, according to Hobbes, is
equivalent to saying that conditions might be sufficient to
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produce a given effect without that effect’s occurring,
which is a contradiction.

It is noteworthy that Hobbes, though he claimed all
human behavior to be physically determined and necessi-
tated, did not conclude that men are not responsible for
their actions. In this his theory represents an important
departure from some of his predecessors. The Epicureans
took for granted that behavior that is physically deter-
mined is unfree, and they therefore denied, in the face of
their own presuppositions, that all human behavior is
physically determined. But Hobbes maintained that a vol-
untary act is simply one that is caused by an act of will. It
is rendered no less voluntary by the fact that acts of will
are caused. Generations of philosophers, while for the
most part rejecting Hobbes’s materialism, have neverthe-
less followed him in this and in his conception of liberty.
Arthur Schopenhauer, for example, declared it nonsense
to ask whether acts of will are free, giving the same reason
that Hobbes had given; defined freedom as the absence of
impediments and constraints; and, like Hobbes, found no
incongruity in speaking of inanimate bodies, such as a
flowing stream, as acting freely. In the twentieth century
Moritz Schlick, A. J. Ayer, and many others made the
point that freedom is not opposed to causation but to
constraint. The significance of these ideas is enormous,
for they appear to offer the means of once and for all rec-
onciling the apparent opposition between determinism
and freedom, thus dissolving the whole problem of free
will. Many philosophers are still convinced that this
insight is entirely correct and that there really is therefore
no problem of free will.

PSYCHOLOGICAL DETERMINISM

Most philosophers since Socrates, and even those before
him, have, unlike Hobbes, distinguished between men’s
minds and their bodies, taking for granted that men are
not just collections of material particles. Descartes distin-
guished minds and bodies as two entirely distinct sub-
stances whose essential properties are utterly different.
Most philosophers since have rejected much of
Descartes’s philosophy but have nevertheless preserved
the distinction between minds and bodies. In contempo-
rary philosophy minds and bodies are not often described
as distinct substances, but an absolute distinction is nev-
ertheless often drawn between “psychological” predicates
and verbs, on the one hand, and “physical” ones, on the
other, and this amounts to much the same thing. Because
of this, most modern theories of determinism, as applied
to human behavior, can suitably be called theories of psy-
chological determinism. Most of these theories are in

complete agreement with Hobbes’s concept of free and
voluntary behavior as the unconstrained and unimpeded
behavior that is caused by an act of will, a motive, or some
other inner event. The only significant difference is that
acts of will and other inner causes are conceived of as psy-
chological or mental events within the mind of the agent
rather than as modifications of matter in his brain.

CARTESIAN INDETERMINISM. Descartes stands out in
modern philosophy as a defender of free will, which is
conceived of as indeterminism with respect to the volun-
tary operations of the mind. In his Meditations he
described such freedom as infinite, meaning that no lim-
itation whatsoever is put upon the mind’s power of
choice. His theory was essentially that willing consists of
assenting or dissenting to some conceived object of
choice or to some proposition. By the understanding one
is enabled to entertain certain propositions, but under-
standing by itself neither affirms nor denies, neither
chooses nor rejects. This role is reserved for the will.
Accordingly, human understanding can be of limited
scope, as it is, without in any way limiting the freedom of
the will. The understanding sometimes represents things
in an obscure and confused manner, sometimes even
falsely, as in the case of various illusions and deceptions,
but it sometimes represents them clearly and distinctly.
Intellectual error results from the precipitous use of the
will—that is, from assenting to things that are not clearly
and distinctly perceived by the understanding. Moral
error results from a similar unrestrained use of free will—
that is, from men’s assenting to or choosing objects that
are only speciously good, without a clear and distinct
apprehension of their true worth. Thus, error is always
avoidable. To know what is true, attain genuine knowl-
edge, and choose rightly, one needs only to confine the
assent of the will to what is clearly and distinctly per-
ceived by the understanding as true or good. God cannot
therefore be blamed for men’s errors. He endowed men
with understanding adequate for the perception of truth
and with a will that is absolutely unlimited in its freedom
to accept what is true and reject what is doubtful or false.

This way of conceiving of the human will has pro-
vided what is virtually a standard solution to the problem
of moral evil—that is, to the problem of reconciling the
occasional turpitude of men with the presumed goodness
of their creator—but beyond that hardly any philoso-
phers have agreed with it. Probably no other indetermin-
ist, for example, has described the freedom of the human
will as unlimited. The theory was also quickly subjected
to criticism on epistemological grounds. With great per-
ception Spinoza, for example, challenged the basic dis-
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tinction between the understanding and the will. It is
quite impossible, Spinoza said, to have a clear and distinct
understanding of some truth without at the same time
assenting to it. The perception of truth is one and the
same thing with the knowledge of it, and one cannot
therefore have a true idea without at the same time know-
ing that he has a true idea.

Much more important, however, were the implica-
tions of Descartes’s idea of a “free” will, conceived of as a
will that is not determined by anything else. It appeared
to imply that men’s choices are completely random and
capricious, utterly mysterious and inexplicable. In fact,
this has always been the overwhelming stumbling block
for all theories of indeterminism, whether in the Epi-
curean notion of spontaneous swerves of atoms or
Descartes’s notion of uncaused assents, dissents, and
choices. If such things are really free in the sense of being
causally undetermined and if human behavior is to be
explained in terms of such things, then human behavior
itself would have to be random, capricious, and utterly
inexplicable. Since, however, human behavior does not
appear to be exactly what these theories suggest, there has
always been a powerful incentive to reject indeterminism
in favor of some conception of determinism that does not
do violence to men’s conceptions of liberty.

Innumerable philosophers have thought that this is
accomplished in the manner suggested by Hobbes—that
is, by conceiving of a voluntary action as one that is
caused by such an inner event as volition, motive, desire,
choice, or the like; conceiving of an involuntary action as
one that is caused by some state or event external to the
agent; and then defining a free action not as a causally
undetermined one but as one that is not involuntary or
constrained. This kind of determinism has been advo-
cated by so many philosophers, including many contem-
porary writers, that it would be tedious to list them. The
basic idea was suggested by Aristotle, although Aristotle
did not discuss the problem of free will as such. It was
lengthily defended by John Locke, who was, however,
aware of some of the difficulties in it, which he never
entirely resolved except by enormous equivocations.
Probably the most famous classical defense of it was pre-
sented by David Hume, who is still thought by many to
have solved the problem of free will.

LOCKEFE'S THEORY OF LIBERTY. Locke, like Descartes,
distinguished between a man’s mind and his body and
described both as substances. Changes in a man’s body,
including voluntary motions, are, he thought, all caused,
but the causes are within the mind in the case of volun-
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tary motions. Unlike Descartes, however, Locke did not
suppose that anything within the mind is causally unde-
termined, nor did he think it necessary to suppose this in
order to preserve the belief in human freedom, which he
thought misleading to label “freedom of the will.”

Locke defined liberty or freedom as “a power in any
agent to do or forbear any particular action, according to
this determination or that of the mind, whereby either of
them is preferred to the other.” One acts freely, then, pro-
vided he is acting according to the preference of his own
mind, and this is perfectly consistent with his action’s
being causally determined. It might, for instance, be
determined by that very preference. Locke also defined
freedom as “being able to act or not to act, according as
we shall choose or will,” and this again, far from implying
that free actions are uncaused, implies that they are
caused by the agent’s choice or will. In the light of this,
Locke, like Hobbes, dismissed the question whether men’s
wills are free as “improper” or meaningless, like asking
whether a man’s sleep is swift or whether virtue is square.
Liberty, he said, is something that can be possessed only
by agents, not by their wills.

That an action can be perfectly voluntary and never-
theless unavoidable was, Locke thought, borne out by
clear examples. Suppose, for instance, that a man went to
a certain room because there was someone he had a
strong desire to see and suppose that while he was there
conversing with him, someone secretly bolted the door
behind him so that he could not leave. Now, Locke
pointed out, his action of remaining in the room, entirely
in accordance with his own preference and desire, would
not cease to be voluntary just because he could not, unbe-
known to him, leave if he wanted to.

One acts voluntarily and freely, then, in doing what
one wills, prefers, or chooses. Locke distinguished, how-
ever, between desires or preferences and volitions, noting
that men can prefer certain things they can by no means
will. Thus, a man might prefer to fly than to walk, but he
cannot will it. Locke defined a volition as “an act of the
mind knowingly exerting that dominion it takes itself to
have over any part of the man, by employing it in, or
withholding it from, any particular action.” Elsewhere he
defined a volition as “an act of the mind directing its
thought to the production of any action, and thereby
exerting its power to produce it.” A volition, then, is a psy-
chological act that sometimes figures causally in the pro-
duction of voluntary motion. It is itself causally
determined by the mind, and the mind, in the determi-
nation of its volitions, is, Locke thought, causally deter-
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mined by the satisfaction of doing or continuing a given
action or by feeling uneasy in doing or continuing it.

There is, then, throughout Locke’s involved, tortu-
ous, and sometimes equivocating discussion the general
presupposition that determinism is true and that indeter-
minism is irrational and unintelligible. The philosophical
problem, as he understood it, is simply that of showing
that determinism is compatible with what all men believe
concerning human liberty. He seemed to believe that
once certain crucial concepts, such as “voluntary,” “free,”
and the like, are rightly defined and understood, the
problem of free will would evaporate.

HUME ON FREEDOM AND NECESSITY. The defining
of the concepts was, in any case, precisely what David
Hume set out to do in his celebrated discussion of liberty.
According to Hume, all men have always been of the same
opinion on this subject, believing both that men are free
and that all their actions are causally determined. There is
therefore no philosophical problem of free will, and the
whole dispute, he thought, has heretofore been purely
verbal in character, involving only confusions in the
meanings of words.

It was a fundamental point of Hume’s philosophy
that causation is essentially constant succession, that
there is no necessary connection between causes and their
effects. Causes, therefore, do not compel the occurrence
of their effects; they only precede them. The question of
whether human actions are caused, then, is simply the
question of whether there is anything with which they are
constantly joined. Hume claimed that no one has ever
been in any doubt about this. Throughout history certain
actions have always been associated with certain motives
with the same constancy and regularity that one finds
between any causes and their effects. Human actions are
caused, then, in the same way that everything else is
caused.

Far from concluding from this, however, that no
human actions are free, Hume concluded the opposite,
for he considered it the very nature of a free action that it
springs from the motive of the agent. He therefore
defined freedom as being able to act according to the
determinations of one’s own will—that is, of one’s
motives—a definition that presupposes that one’s free
actions are caused. One’s actions are not unfree if they are
caused but if they are caused by something other than the
determinations of one’s own will.

Nor does this conception of liberty, according to
Hume, vitiate a man’s responsibility for what he does. On
the contrary, responsibility depends upon the causation

of actions by motives. All laws are based on rewards and
punishments and thus rest on the assumption that men’s
motives can be relied upon to have a regular influence on
their behavior. There would be no point in appealing to
such motives as fear and hope if nothing could be pre-
dicted from their operation. Justice, moreover, requires
such an operation of motives, for no man can be a fit
object of punishment if his actions are in no way trace-
able to his motives. Indeed, if one could not rely upon the
constant and predictable operation of motives, all inter-
course with one’s fellows would be hazardous or impossi-
ble. One could not even invite a guest to his table with any
confidence of not being robbed by him, for the knowl-
edge of his honesty and friendliness would in that case
provide no assurance. Sometimes, to be sure, men are
robbed or murdered when they had every reason to
expect otherwise; however, men are also sometimes
destroyed by earthquakes and the like when they had no
reason to expect it. No one concludes from this that
earthquakes are without any causes. Determinism, then,
does not imply that all human behavior is predictable in
the most straightforward sense of the term, for many
unpredictable things are nevertheless causally deter-
mined. A man might not know why his watch has
stopped and might not have been able to predict that it
was going to stop, but this is only because the cause is hid-
den from him. He does not suppose that there was no
cause at all. Similarly, a normally genial man might on
occasion be peevish, but this is only due to some cause—
some intestinal disorder, for instance—that is hidden
from others and perhaps even from himself.

The important question for Hume, then, was not
whether all human actions are causally determined, since
all men have always been convinced that they are, or
whether any human actions are free, since all men have
always been of the same opinion on this, too. It is simply
the question of how these two beliefs, so universally
shared, can both be true, and Hume found the answer to
this in analyzing what is meant by saying that one’s action
may be caused and also free.

DETERMINISM AND RESPONSIBILITY. What is essen-
tially Hume’s argument has been repeated by other
philosophers and is still vigorously pressed by many of
them. There have nevertheless always been doubters who
have contended that this is a superficial conception of lib-
erty, that the actions of a causally determined agent can
be “free” only in a technical sense that does not at all cor-
respond with the notion of freedom that men in fact have
and that moral responsibility requires. A genuinely free
action, according to this point of view, is not merely one
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that is in keeping with one’s preferences, desires, and voli-
tions, but one that is avoidable or, in C. D. Broad’s termi-
nology, “substitutable.” To say that a given action was free
means at least, according to these writers, that the agent
could have done otherwise given the very conditions that
obtained, not just that he could have done otherwise if
something within him had been different. This thought
was expressed by Immanuel Kant, who rendered it in the
formula “ought implies can.” What Kant had in mind was
that whenever one rightly judges that a given agent is
morally obligated to perform a certain action, he must
logically presuppose that the agent can perform it—not
just that he can if he wants, prefers, or wills to, but that he
can in some absolute sense. This kind of freedom has
been aptly called “categorical,” as opposed to the “hypo-
thetical” freedom defended by Hume and others, for it is
a freedom both to do and to forbear doing a certain
action under the same set of conditions.

The difficulty in deterministic theories that all these
critics have felt can perhaps be illustrated with an exam-
ple. Suppose that a given man is often motivated to steal
and that in accordance with determinism he always does
steal when, prompted by that motive, his efforts to do so
meet with no impediment. According to the determinist
theory, these actions are then free and voluntary, and he
is responsible for them. Suppose further, however, still in
keeping with determinism, that he has no control over
the occurrence of this motive, that it arises, let us sup-
pose, as a result of an abominable background and depri-
vation in his youth, that, in short, he is the product of
precisely those influences that nourish and perpetuate
that motivation. One’s inclination may be to say that even
given such a background, he did not have to become a
thief, but that would not be in keeping with the thesis of
determinism. According to that thesis, it was causally
determined and, hence, inevitable and unavoidable that
he should become whatever he is. It follows from these
suppositions, then, that he cannot help being whatever he
is and performing just the actions he does perform. We
can indeed still say that if he were not the kind of man he
is or if he were motivated otherwise than he is or if some-
thing had been different, he could then act otherwise than
he does; however, any point to ascribing this merely
hypothetical kind of freedom to him seems to vanish
when we add, as the determinist must, that nothing could
have been different, that he could not have been any other
kind of man, that he could not have been motivated dif-
ferently, and that, hence, he could not have acted other-
wise than he did.

DETERMINISM, A HISTORICAL SURVEY

It was with this sort of thing in mind that Kant, con-
trary to what he acknowledged to be the requirements of
reason, postulated what he called a “causality of freedom”
and insisted that the theory of determinism cannot be
applied to men. Their freedom, he thought, must be cat-
egorical or such that their actions are not entirely deter-
mined by factors over which they have no control. The
same point was pressed by G. W. Fichte, Thomas Reid,
Samuel Clarke, and William James, and among contem-
porary writers it has been eloquently urged by C. A.
Campbell and many others. It was essentially the point
that was skillfully made by Henry Mansel in his criticisms
of J. S. Mill’s determinist theories. Mill defended a theory
that was in all basic respects identical with Hume’s—that
causation is constant conjunction; that men, when acting
voluntarily, always act in accordance with their strongest
desires or aversions; that justice, morality, and the admin-
istration of laws all require such causal determination of
behavior, and so on. Mansel argued that when pressed to
its ultimate conclusions, this theory did not differ in its
consequences from what he called “Asiatic fatalism,” or
the view that all men are helpless to do anything except
what they actually do. Mill denied this by arguing that
although one’s actions are determined by his will, his will
by his desires, his desires by his motives, and his motives
by his character, his character is itself amenable to his
will. Mill did not, however, succeed in explaining how,
according to his theory of determinism, a man’s charac-
ter, which he evidently thought of as the ultimate deter-
minant of his conduct, could be “amenable” to or within
the control of his “will,” which is merely the expression of
his character.

“HARD” AND “SOFT” DETERMINISM. William James is
among the relatively few philosophers who, impressed by
the kind of argument Mansel directed against determin-
ism, have defended a theory of outright indeterminism or
chance. He was, like the Epicureans, led to do so by what
he thought were the requirements of morals. Determin-
ism, he said, implies that the world we have is the only
possible world and that nothing could have been other
than it was; he declared this to be incompatible with the
reasonableness of regret and other basic moral senti-
ments. In the course of his argument he drew a very use-
ful distinction between what he called “hard” and “soft”
determinism. By soft determinism he meant all those the-
ories, like those of Hobbes, Hume, and Mill, which affirm
that determinism is true and then, by means of what he
considered sophistical and contorted definitions, some-
how manage to preserve a semblance of certain moral
notions like liberty, responsibility, and so on that, accord-
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ing to James, are plainly obliterated by any theory of
determinism. Hard determinists, on the other hand, are
those who affirm what their theory entails—namely, that
no man can help being what he is and doing what he does
and that moral distinctions are therefore irrational and
ought never to be applied to men or anything else.

There have been relatively few defenders of hard
determinism, most philosophers preferring instead to try
reconciling determinism with morals. Certain materialist
philosophers of the French Enlightenment, such as Baron
d’Holbach, are exceptions, for they did maintain that men
are only helpless products of an impersonal nature who
govern neither themselves nor anything else but are sim-
ply carried along to whatever destinies the circumstances
of their lives inflict upon them. Arthur Schopenhauer
sometimes defended the same thought, emphasizing the
irrational forces that govern human behavior. The Amer-
ican lawyer Clarence Darrow applied this hard determin-
ism in courts of law with the most devastating effect,
saving many men from the gallows not by pretending
they were legally innocent but by the simple and eloquent
plea that they could not help being what they were and
doing what they had done. Among contemporary
philosophers the claim that men are not morally respon-
sible, as an implication of determinism, has been vigor-
ously defended by John Hospers, and many others have
pointed out the dubious character of soft determinism.
The standard “solution” to the problem of free will,
embodied in the writings of Hume, Mill, and many oth-
ers, is as a result no longer considered to be as obvious as
it once was, and a decreasing number of philosophers are
now willing to speak blithely of free and voluntary behav-
ior’s being caused by motives, desires, volitions, and the
like.

DETERMINISM AND MODERN PSYCHIATRY. Con-
temporary psychiatrists are for the most part highly
impatient with theories of human freedom, particularly
the theories with which philosophers are familiar.
Whether all or most human behavior is causally deter-
mined is, after all, an empirical question of fact, and psy-
chiatrists profess to know with considerable assurance
not only that it is but to some extent what the causal fac-
tors are, particularly in cases of deviant behavior. Philoso-
phers have largely been content to speak in general terms
of motives, volitions, desires, and the like as the springs of
action, but psychiatrists speak of specific unconscious
fears, defenses, and hostilities. One finds in their writings,
in fact, an extensive and elaborate terminology for the
identification and description of hitherto undreamed of
forces that are supposed to be the real determinants of

behavior, including certain typical human behavior that
both the learned and unlearned have long been accus-
tomed to thinking of as rational, deliberate, and free.
Philosophical speculations on the problem of free will
have, as a result, come to appear rather superficial to
many of those who are familiar with psychiatry.

Hospers’s opinion. Perhaps no contemporary
philosopher has done more toward viewing these prob-
lems in the light of modern psychiatry than John Hos-
pers. One can, according to this writer, agree with the
philosophers who maintain that freedom is opposed not
to causality but to restraint and compulsion and also
think of human behavior as being typically caused by
human desires and even volitions. He nevertheless
advances impressive empirical evidence, drawn from typ-
ical cases of the kind long familiar to psychiatry, to show
that our very desires, volitions, and even deliberations are
the product of unconscious forces, compromises, and
defenses that are not only not within our control but
whose very existence is usually unsuspected by those—all
of us—who are their victims; that they were for the most
part implanted in us in our earliest years, to which our
memory does not even extend; and that our after-the-fact
explanations or reasons for our behavior are mostly illu-
sions and wishful thinking. “It is not,” Hospers claims, “as
if man’s will were standing high and serene above the flux
of events that have moulded him; it is itself caught up in
this flux, itself carried along on the current.” Spinoza
compared a man with a conscious stone which thinks it
moves freely through the air only because it does not
know the cause of its motion, and Baron d’Holbach com-
pared him with a fly riding on a heavy wagon and
applauding itself as the driver. Hospers similarly says that
a man is “like the hands on the clock, thinking they move
freely over the face of the clock,” a comparison that is par-
ticularly apt in the light of the psychiatrists’ claim that the
forces that move us lie within us and are normally deeply
hidden.

Philosophers almost entirely agree that if a man’s
behavior is the effect of a neurosis or inner compulsion
over which he has no control and of which he usually has
no knowledge, then in a significant sense he is not
morally responsible, and in any case he certainly is not
free. The most common illustration of this is kleptoma-
nia. What is philosophically significant about kleptoma-
nia is that its victim does act according to his own
volition and desire but that the volition and desire are
themselves the product of a neurosis. The profound sig-
nificance of Hospers’s view lies in his claim, which with
considerable justification he believes is empirically sup-
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ported by psychiatry, that virtually all significant behav-
ior is of the same order as kleptomania and other famil-
iar compulsions, having its sources in the unconscious.
The issue is accordingly not a philosophical one but an
empirical one. It is simply whether, in fact, as Hospers
graphically expresses it, “the unconscious is the master of
every fate and the captain of every soul.” His defense of
this claim is an array of fairly typical cases that are quite
well understood by psychiatrists—the compulsive gam-
bler who always plays until he loses, the man who
inwardly loves filth and so washes his hands constantly,
the mother who lets her child perish of illness on the train
because she “must get to her destination,” and so on. In
case histories like these, Hospers believes, we can, if we
are honest and sophisticated, see our own lives and con-
duct partially mirrored and perhaps begin to have some
inkling of the unconscious, deeply hidden but powerful
forces that almost entirely determine what we are and
what we do. If Hospers is right and if psychiatrists do
actually know what they confidently claim to know—and
it would be very rash to suggest that they really do not—
then the problem of determinism versus free will is not,
as Hume thought, resolved in a way that accommodates
both views. It is, rather, solved, and it is solved on the side
of hard determinism with all the enormous and, to some
minds, shocking implications that theory has for morals
and law.

THE THEORY OF SELF-DETERMINATION. The great
difficulty of indeterminism, as previously noted, is that it
seems to imply that a “free” or causally undetermined
action is capricious or random. If one’s action is strictly
uncaused, then it is difficult to see in what sense it can be
within the control of an agent or in any way ascribable to
him. The difficulty with determinism, on the other hand,
is that it seems to render every action ultimately unavoid-
able. The implications of determinism do not therefore
significantly differ from those of pure fatalism.

It is partly in order to meet both of these difficulties
that some philosophers have defended a theory of self-
determination or agency. The essential elements of all
such theories are that men are the sources or causes of
their own actions; that their being the source or cause dis-
tinguishes those bodily motions that are actions from
those that are not, the latter being caused by something
other than themselves; and that free actions are those that
an agent performs or produces but that he is not caused
by anything else to perform or produce. This theory thus
distinguishes “action,” or “agency,” as a basic philosophi-
cal category, treating actions as different in kind from
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other events and as not in any way describable in terms of
the latter.

The theory of self-determination is most fully and
clearly set forth by Thomas Reid in his Essays on the Active
Powers of Man, though he does not call his theory by that
name. The basic idea, however, was, according to Cicero’s
essay On Fate, advocated by Carneades. It has also been
defended by G. W. Fichte and Samuel Clarke. Aristotle
seems to have had some such conception in mind when
he spoke of men and other animals as self-moved, and
Kant also seemed to when he ascribed to men a special
causality of freedom and distinguished this sharply from
ordinary causality. Perhaps its best-known advocate
among contemporary philosophers is C. A. Campbell,
who ascribes a “creative activity” to “selves”—that is, to
minds or persons—and argues that men are capable of
originating their own actions in opposition to the incli-
nations of their characters.

Carneades on causality and freedom. Carneades, in
trying to resolve the problems begotten by the Epicurean
theory of uncaused swerves of atoms, on the one hand,
and the fatalism of their opponents, on the other, sug-
gested that the idea of being uncaused is ambiguous, like
the idea of something’s being empty. When one describes
a vessel as empty, one does not ordinarily mean that it is
absolutely empty—that it does not contain even air, for
example. One means only that it does not contain oil or
wine or whatever one might expect. Similarly, when one
says that a man’s action was uncaused, one does not mean
that it was without any cause at all but only that it had no
antecedent cause. This is compatible with its having been
caused by the agent himself. Carneades noted, moreover,
that the Epicureans themselves ascribe the power of
motion to atoms, giving no account or cause of why they
should be in motion other than that it is their nature to
move. Why, then, may not men be thought of as having a
similar original power of motion without supposing that
some antecedent force must set them going? When men
act freely, he thought, they are simply the sources of their
own behavior, which is therefore caused, though not
caused by anything external to themselves. One acts
unfreely when one is caused to act as one does by some
antecedent and external force. This way of viewing the
matter, Carneades suggested, does not imply any fatalism,
nor does it imply that a man’s actions are random, like the
swerves of the atoms. To say that a man is the cause of his
own action does not imply that he was unable to cause
any other action, nor does it imply that his action was
uncaused.
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Reid’s theory. Reid developed many arguments
against determinism, which he sarcastically called “the
glorious system of necessity,” but his own positive theory
is remarkably similar to that of Carneades. Reid argued
that determinism is inconsistent with a whole range of
beliefs that are shared by all mankind and maintained
that we have far more reason for adhering to these than
for affirming any philosophical theory with which they
are inconsistent. In particular, he maintained that deter-
minism is incompatible with deliberation, with morality,
and with the pursuit of ends. When, for example, a man
deliberates about some possible course of action, he
assumes that the proposed end, as well as the means to its
attainment, is within his power to accept or reject—that
is, that it is up to him whether the end shall be sought and
if so, how. Without this belief he could not deliberate. The
belief itself, however, is incompatible with determinism,
for determinism entails that no act that is performed was
avoidable and that in this sense it is never up to any man
what he does. Again, all men believe that a basic distinc-
tion can be made between acts that are blameworthy,
praiseworthy, and neither. Determinism, however,
implies that every act that is performed is ultimately
unavoidable and, hence, that no such basic distinction
can be made. Finally, all men believe they can pursue,
sometimes over a long period of time, certain ends that
they have previously conceived. This implies, however,
that their actions in pursuit of such ends are within their
own power and control, which is inconsistent with deter-
minism.

Reid therefore defined the liberty or freedom of a
moral agent as “a power over the determinations of his
own will,” a definition that contrasts interestingly with
Hume’s definition of freedom as “a power of acting or not
acting according to the determinations of the will.” In
rejecting determinism, Reid did not, however, affirm that
human actions are uncaused. On the contrary, he main-
tained that nothing happens without a cause, that every-
thing that changes is changed either by some other thing
or by itself. Not all causes, then, are antecedent and exter-
nal causes. Some things, such as men, are sometimes the
causes of their own behavior. Indeed, Reid took this to be
the very reason for calling a man an agent—namely, that
he is a being who acts, not merely one that is acted upon.
To speak of an agent being caused to act by something
other than himself was for Reid a contradiction, so that
acting and acting freely amount to the same thing,
whereas the idea of a necessary agent amounts to a con-
tradiction.

It is evident that Reid employed the concept of cau-
sation differently from Hume. A cause, he said, is not
merely some change that always accompanies another. It
is always something that has the power to produce a
change, whether in itself or in something else, and no
man can define it beyond this. In fact, he maintained that
no man would even understand any philosophical defini-
tion of a cause if he did not first have the idea of causa-
tion from the awareness of himself as an agent. There is,
then, no reason why men may not be the original causes
of their own voluntary actions, which is precisely what all
men believe themselves to be. This way of viewing the
matter permits us to say that determinism, defined as the
thesis that everything that happens is the result of some
antecedent cause or causes, is false and, further, that
nothing occurs without any cause whatsoever. Reid’s phi-
losophy thus overcomes the chief difficulties of both
determinism and simple indeterminism. It accomplishes
this, however, only by introducing what many philoso-
phers have thought to be an enormous difficulty of its
own—namely, understanding how anything can be the
cause of its own changes. One is reminded of Hobbes’s
dictum, “Nothing taketh a beginning from itself.” Alexan-
der Bain pressed this difficulty in both Reid’s and Samuel
Clarke’s philosophies, maintaining that it rendered their
claims quite unintelligible, and Patrick Nowell-Smith has
made the same point against C. A. Campbell’s similar
views. The idea of something’s being self-moved in the
sense understood by Carneades, Reid, Clarke, and Camp-
bell is obviously entirely unlike any concept of physics.
Accordingly, Nowell-Smith has suggested that it should
be understood in the way such physical concepts as self-
regulating, self-propelled, self-starting, and the like are
understood, thus rendering it less esoteric. It was Reid’s
view, however, that this seeming difficulty is only a fact,
that all men really do consider themselves to be the causes
of their own voluntary actions in a sense in which no
inanimate things are ever causes, and that we should be
guided in our opinions not by what this or that system of
philosophy requires but by what the common sense of
mankind universally affirms.

THE “STRONGEST MOTIVE.” It is fairly common to sup-
pose that a man invariably acts—in fact, must act—in
response to his “strongest motive” and that voluntary
behavior is therefore always causally determined by such
motives. Philosophical determinists frequently fall into
this line of thought, sometimes substituting “strongest
desire” for “strongest motive,” though it is now less com-
mon than it once was. It is well illustrated in one of
Alexander Bain’s discussions of the free will controversy,
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in which he writes that “in the absence of prohibition, [an
agent’s] decision follows the strongest motive; being in
fact the only test of strength, of motive on the whole.”
Again, Bain notes that “any supposition of our acting
without adequate motive leads at once to a self-contra-
diction; for we always judge of strength of motive by the
action that prevails” and, further, that the action that fol-
lows upon deliberation “testifies which motive has in the
end proved the strongest.”

It is to the credit of Thomas Reid, with whose writ-
ings Bain was familiar, that he exhibited both the source
of the considerable persuasiveness of such reflections as
these and at the same time their fallaciousness. The rea-
son this kind of claim has seemed so compelling to so
many philosophers is that it has functioned as an analytic
statement or one that is rendered true by definition of the
concept of a “strongest motive.” As such, it sheds no light
whatsoever on any fact of human nature and leaves
entirely unanswered the question of whether voluntary
actions are really caused.

What, Reid asked, is the test of whether the motive
that is strongest is the one acted upon? It is simply the
motive that prevails. The claim that a man acts upon his
strongest motive therefore means, Reid noted, only that
he acts upon that motive upon which he acts, which is
hardly a significant philosophical claim. If, however, we
apply any other criterion for distinguishing which motive
is strongest, then there is nothing at all to suggest that we
always act on our strongest motives. On the contrary, it is
a fairly common experience to feel strongly motivated to
do something from which we nevertheless refrain from
purely rational considerations, for example, or perhaps
from moral ones. The temptation here, of course, is to say
that the fact that one refrains from a given action only
shows that some contrary motive is “stronger,” but this
indicates that we are again using as our concept of the
strongest motive the motive that prevails and saying
nothing more than that a man acts upon the motive upon
which he acts.

Reid, however, went further than this by denying that
motives can be likened to forces and that varying
“strengths” can be ascribed to them in the first place. A
motive, he said, is not a cause but a rational consideration
of a reason. As such, it is something purely abstract,
which has “strength” or “weakness” only in the sense of
expressing wisdom, prudence, or the opposites. A “con-
flict of motives” is nothing at all like the conflict of
opposing forces, one of which overcomes the other by
superior force. It is more to be likened to the conflicting
pleas of contending attorneys. One of these can be
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“stronger” or have more “force” or “weight” than the
other only in the sense that it is more reasonable and per-
suasive. When, accordingly, we speak of rational or intel-
ligible considerations as having “force,” “weight,” or
“strength,” we are not using these notions in the sense
they have for physics but as metaphors borrowed from
physical nature. It is, Reid thought, largely from mixing
these literal and metaphorical meanings that some per-
sons are led into theories of determinism and into sup-
posing that human nature bears a greater resemblance to
inanimate bodies than it actually does.

CONTEMPORARY PROBLEMS

The problems of determinism are still very lively in phi-
losophy and have recently gained powerful momentum
from detailed philosophical analyses of peripheral ques-
tions. Most current philosophical discussion bearing on
the problem of free will is not aimed directly at whether
men have free will, but at a whole host of questions that
have been begotten by this long controversy. Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s reflections have made it evident, for exam-
ple, that philosophers do not even know what it means to
call something an action in the first place or just how
some of men’s bodily motions qualify as actions while
others do not. It is an elementary distinction that is con-
stantly made by common sense, but philosophers have
thus far been unable to analyze it. Obviously, as long as
this ignorance prevails, there is little point in discussing
whether men’s actions are ever free. Certain recent writ-
ers, such as Arthur Danto, have suggested that the con-
cept of an action is basic and unanalyzable and that it
corresponds to nothing that is found in physical science.
Previous generations of philosophers often took for
granted that an action is a bodily motion caused by some
such inner episode as a volition, motive, desire, or choice,
but these terms are now used with much greater care.

Gilbert Ryle, in his The Concept of Mind, declared
volitions to be a fabrication of philosophy, corresponding
to nothing that has ever existed, and since his devastating
critique of this whole notion there has been great reluc-
tance among scholars even to employ the word. The con-
cepts of desire, motive, choice, and kindred notions have
been similarly subjected to criticism, so that fewer
philosophers are still willing to speak blithely of them as
causes. A. I. Melden, for example, maintained that no par-
ticular motive can be described at all independently of
the action of which it is allegedly the cause and that its
connection with an action is therefore a logical one, not,
as Hume and so many others supposed, a causal one.
Moreover, Melden pointed out that if an action is con-
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ceived of as a bodily motion together with its motive in
order to distinguish actions from bodily motions that are
not actions, then it is plainly impossible to explain any
action in terms of its motive, as philosophers were once
so ready to do.

The interpretation of statements expressive of
human ability as either disguised or incomplete condi-
tional statements has likewise been considerably unset-
tled by the precise and detailed analyses of J. L. Austin. In
his celebrated essay “Ifs and Cans” this writer maintained
that statements involving the locution “I can” cannot pos-
sibly require, for their complete sense, the addition of
some such hypothetical as “if I choose” but are, instead, to
be understood in some absolute sense. Accordingly, they
do not, as so many philosophers since Hume have sup-
posed, express the idea of a causal condition at all. “I
could have if I had chosen,” is similarly claimed by Austin
to express a past indicative rather than a conditional
despite its grammatical form, for it normally expresses
the idea of having had an opportunity or ability rather
than the idea of a causal connection between one’s choice
and one’s action. In statements involving the locution “I
shall if I choose,” the word shall, according to Austin, is
normally expressive of an intention rather than a simple
future tense and thus also differs essentially from other
conditionals in the future tense. Such painstaking analy-
ses as Austin’s, although not pursued with the explicit aim
of supporting or disconfirming any theories of determin-
ism or free will, have nevertheless considerably weakened
some of the strongest defenses of determinism since so
many of them have more or less presupposed that state-
ments expressive of human ability, which are so central to
any discussion of free will, are simply disguised state-
ments of causal conditions and thus are not only consis-
tent with, but actually imply, a theory of determinism for
the very understanding of them.

The highly refined and critical inquiries of contem-
porary philosophy have brought into further question the
whole concept of the will. Is willing to do something an
act, for instance, or not? If it is, then how does it shed any
light on the concept of acting? If it is not, then how does
an action differ from any other bodily change having an
inner psychological cause? Clearly, no difference is
marked merely by applying different names to such
things. Furthermore, if there are such things as acts of
will, do they or do they not require antecedent causes? If
not, then why should any action require an antecedent
cause? If so, then how are deliberate or willed actions to
be distinguished from simple compulsions?

Closely associated with the notion of the will is that
of intending. Doing something intentionally is now sel-
dom thought of as merely undergoing some change as the
result of an inner intention, intentions currently being
thought of more in the manner in which Reid described
motives—namely, as reasons and purposes having a
rational content. Again, it is fairly common practice
among contemporary philosophers to distinguish
sharply, as Reid did, between the causes of an action and
the reasons for it. If this is a real distinction, then it fol-
lows that whether some human acts are reasonable and
intelligible is quite independent of whether they are
caused, and there is no absurdity in describing an action
as both free, in the sense of being avoidable and not the
effect of antecedent conditions, and rational. This line of
thought has raised anew the whole problem of under-
standing purposeful behavior. Men often do certain
things in order to achieve certain results, and this appears
to distinguish human behavior from the behavior of
inanimate things in a fundamental way. When philoso-
phers were more eager than they are now to interpret
human behavior within the framework of determinism,
many of them assumed that purposeful behavior was
simply behavior that is caused by purposes, desires, or
intentions, but this conception harbors the same difficul-
ties as the volitional conception of action that Ryle,
Melden, and others have so severely criticized. If one is
acting in acting purposefully and if action can be distin-
guished from such other bodily behavior as digestion,
perspiration, and the like only in terms of concepts like
purpose, desire, or intention, then one can hardly explain
purposeful activity as action that is caused by one’s pur-
pose, desire, or intention. The connection is conceptual
rather than causal. Desires, purposes, and intentions are,
moreover, desires for this or that, purposes or intentions
to do this or that, and their objects or aims may never be
realized. Thus, they are what we sometimes call “inten-
tional” concepts, and there seems to be nothing that com-
pletely corresponds to them in the realm of physical
science. No inanimate thing, for example, can without
metaphor be spoken of as behaving as it does in response
to its desire for something which perhaps never has and
never will exist, and no engineer who spoke in that man-
ner of even the most sophisticated machine would ever
suppose that he had thus given a causal explanation of
anything.

More and more philosophers are inviting attention
to certain fundamental differences between the way men
view the past and the future. The future, some have
wanted to suggest, is a realm of possibilities in a sense in
which the past is not. This idea is at least as old as Aristo-
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tle’s philosophy, but the renewed interest in whether
men’s actions might be free in some sense not counte-
nanced by determinism has quickened interest in it. It is,
for example, sometimes contended that there is a funda-
mental difference between finding that something is true
and making something become true, a contention that
renders the concept of action more fundamental than it
was once supposed to be and raises anew the question of
what is meant by acting freely.

The question, then, of whether determinism is true
or of whether men have free will is no longer regarded as
a simple or even a philosophically sophisticated question
by many writers. Concealed in it is a vast array of more
fundamental questions, the answers to which are largely
unknown.
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Richard Taylor (1967)

DETERMINISM,
THEOLOGICAL

Theological determinism or predestination is the belief
that events are determined or necessitated by God. One
form of the traditional belief insists that owing to his
omnipotence, God controls the occurrence of things.
Another form asserts that his omniscience, making possi-
ble his foreknowledge of future events, affects the occur-
rence of such events. There are also nontraditional forms.
Throughout the history of Islamic and Jewish philosophy,
the debate over predestination was central.

When Islamic philosophy emerged in Baghdad in the
ninth century CE, the religious and intellectual circles in
the city had been witnessing a heated debate over the
issue of predestination (al-gadar). There were three main
Islamic views at the time: events in the universe, includ-
ing human actions, are not predestined (Mu‘tazila); all
such events are predestined (Jabriyya); some aspects of
such events are predestined, whereas others are humanly
“acquired” (Ash‘ariyya). In treating this issue, Muslim
philosophers tried to reconcile Greek rationalism with
Islam.

Abu Yusuf al-Kindi (c. 801-873) and Abu’l-Walid
Ibn Rushd (Averroes, 1126-1198) denied predestination.
They interpreted the Islamic revelations to assert that
God does not, for example, control human actions. They
both believed that at the moment God desires or wills
something to happen, it happens. However, neither God’s
power nor his knowledge necessitates that he desire or
will everything that happens to happen. If one reads Ibn
Rushd carefully, though, one discovers that for him, God
determines all events, because his omnipotence means
that he fulfills all possibilities. Such fulfillment includes
that of the natures of things and the laws that govern
them. The conduct of any being is consequent upon its
nature and its laws. In some of his writings, Ibn Rushd
also stresses that God’s knowledge of things is the cause
of those things.

Abu al-Nasr al-Farabi (870-950) and Aba‘Ali al-
Husayn ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-1037) adhered to neo-
platonic tendencies, according to which everything
necessarily follows from God’s nature. Even God’s nature

DETERMINISM, THEOLOGICAL

itself is necessitated to act in certain ways. There is no
room for God’s will or choice, let alone the will or choice
of any other being. This is despite the fact that al-Farabi
and Ibn Sina speak of God’s omnipotence and omnis-
cience, and even of human free will. However, they do not
use these terms in the traditional sense. “Omnipotence,”
for example, is the ability to fulfill all possibilities, and
omniscience is knowledge of universals.

Abt Hamid al-Ghazali (1058-1111) attacked such
philosophical views in his famous work The Incoherence
of Philosophers (1184). He considered such ideas non-
Islamic and classified some of them, for example, God’s
inability to know particular events, as heretical. In the
absence of such knowledge, reward and punishment,
which are essential to Islam, become meaningless, espe-
cially in light of the Islamic concept of God’s absolute jus-
tice.

Reward and punishment did not pose a problem for
al-Kindi, because he believed that human beings have free
will and that God knows particular events. Therefore,
reward and punishment are not in conflict with his jus-
tice. The other three philosophers mentioned were not
concerned about the issue either. For them, God does not
reward and punish people. According to al-Farabi and
Ibn Sina, following death, bodies eventually disintegrate
and souls become close to or distant from God, based on
their degree of knowledge. Their closeness is their reward,;
their distance is their punishment. Reward and punish-
ment are necessary consequences of the souls’ conduct in
life. To Ibn Rushd, there is no reward and punishment
after death. The bodies disintegrate and the individual
souls merge with the universal soul.

Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) asserts the Judaic
belief that the human soul is intrinsically free, and agrees
with the Greek and Muslim philosophers that matter is
the source of natural evil. Thus, he absolves God from
moral and natural evil, and justifies reward and punish-
ment for the former, because God does not predetermine
human action. However, God can intervene under certain
circumstances. Maimonides was criticized by many Jew-
ish thinkers for his rational approach to Judaism, which
they feared denies some of its basic ideas, for example,
that God wills whatever happens according to his knowl-
edge of the natures of things.

See also al-Farabi; al-Ghazali, Muhammad; al-Kindi
Abu-Yasuf Ya’qab ibn Ishaq; Averroes; Avicenna;
Determinism, A Historical Survey; Islamic Philosophy;
Jewish Philosophy; Maimonides; Universals, A Histori-
cal Survey.
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DETERMINISM AND
FREEDOM

Determinism is the family of theories that takes some class
of events to be effects of certain causal sequences or
chains, more particularly certain sequences of causal cir-
cumstances or causally sufficient conditions. One of these
theories, universal determinism, associated with much sci-
ence and philosophy, concerns the class of all events with-
out exception. Another theory concerns physical events.
Determinism in a third and important sense is human
determinism. It is the theory that our choices and the
many other antecedents of our actions, and the actions
themselves, are effects of certain causal sequences. Lesser
theories, usually associated with Freud and given no
philosophical attention to speak of, concern themselves
with particular sorts of conscious or otherwise mental
causes of choices and actions, notably early sexual desires.

There are various relations between these four deter-
minisms, depending on how they are additionally charac-
terized. The most important relation, perhaps, is that
universal determinism entails human determinism. That
is not to say, however, that human determinism cannot be
asserted, supported, or proved independently of universal
determinism.

It is explicit or implicit in any of the above theories
that the events in question are effects as more or less stan-
dardly conceived. An effect is an event such that an iden-
tical event follows every counterpart of the causal
circumstance in question, or an event such that because
the circumstance occurred, the event was in a stronger
sense necessitated or had to happen (Sosa and Tooley
1993). A theory of our choices and actions, in contrast,
that has to do with effects so-called—say, for example,
effects conceived as events preceded by merely necessary
conditions, or events merely made probable by
antecedents—would not ordinarily be taken as a deter-
minism. Indeed, weaker ideas of effects have often
enough been introduced by philosophers precisely in
order to avoid something else explicit or implicit in deter-

minisms—that they may be inconsistent with or pose a
challenge to beliefs in human freedom.

HUMAN DETERMINISM

This entry’s concern will be with human determinism. It
involves three large problems or enterprises.

The first is the formulation of a conceptually ade-
quate theory. Human determinism has traditionally been
thought about without reference to the philosophy of
mind. Still, an adequate treatment of it must rest on a the-
ory of the mind that is conceptually adequate: clear, con-
sistent, and something like complete. Also, it must surely
be that the theory of the mind, perhaps in what it rejects,
say a puzzling power of originating choices, should be
consonant with the philosophy of mind generally (Priest
1991, Heil 1998, Lowe 2000, Crane 2001).

The second problem with human determinism is its
truth, whether or not this is considered in relation to uni-
versal determinism. The third problem is what can be
called the human consequences for our existence of a
human determinism. Is there in fact the consequence that
we are not free? The philosophy of determinism and free-
dom, except in the philosophy of science and philosoph-
ical ruminations by scientists, has mainly concerned itself
with this problem of consequences.

If these three problems are not the only ones that
have been raised about determinism and freedom (Adler
1958), they have become the main ones (Kane 2002;
Campbell, O’'Rourke, and Shier 2004; Clarke 1995).

The formulation of a conceptually adequate theory is
simple in terms of a truly physicalist or materialist philos-
ophy of mind—one that takes conscious or mental events
to have only or nothing but physical properties, however
additionally conceived. In this case, human determinism
becomes part of physical determinism. However, relatively
few philosophies of mind are truly physicalist. Anomalous
Monism, to mention one, is fairly typical in denying
“nothing-but materialism” (Davidson 1980).

All other determinist theories face considerable
problems of formulation. They encounter the problem of
actually characterizing their primary subject matter—
conscious or mental events. There is also the problem of
the psychoneural relation, traditionally called the mind-
body problem. If mental events are taken not to be in
space, how can they be lawlike correlates or effects or
causes? Further difficulties include the avoidance of
epiphenomenalism, the nineteenth-century doctrine that
actually makes conscious antecedents no part of the cau-
sation or explanation of our actions.
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It is my view, seemingly now shared with most
philosophers of determinism and freedom in the early
twenty-first century, that despite these difficulties a con-
ceptually adequate theory of human determinism can be
formulated. This used to be doubted (Austin 1961, P. F.
Strawson 1968).

Is any theory of human determinism true? A concep-
tually adequate theory has the support of much ordinary
rationality, philosophy, and much science. It is notable
that the ordinary philosophy of mind has no indetermin-
ism in it. This most flourishing part of philosophy, much
of it concerned with exactly the explanation of behavior,
contains nothing at all of origination, an uncaused or
uncausing initiation of choices and actions. Contempo-
rary neuroscience, as distinct from philosophizing by
retired neuroscientists and the like, plainly proceeds on
the assumption of a human determinism. A reading of
any of the main textbooks of neuroscience confirms this
(Kandel et al. 1991) It is worth remarking, about what
was called ordinary rationality, that in the end, which
may be a long way down the line, it sits in judgment on
science itself. That is to say, first of all, that inconsistency
is not an option.

DENIALS OF HUMAN DETERMINISM

Despite these considerations, many or most of us do not
take human determinism to be true. We deny or more
likely doubt it. There may be an explanation of this, as
distinct from a ground or justification, in our culture, at
any rate European and North American culture.

One familiar ground used for this denial or doubt
has been interpretations of quantum theory—applica-
tions to the world of the formalism or mathematics in
which this part of physics can be said actually to consist.
According to these interpretations, there are things at a
microlevel of reality that are not effects. These things, well
below the level of neural events in the brain, the events of
ordinary neuroscience, are taken as made probable by
antecedents but not necessitated by them. They are not
chance events in the sense of being events of which it is
true in advance that they are as likely not to occur as to
occur. However, each one is certainly a chance event in
that its actual occurrence or existence, no matter the
antecedent probability, is such that there exists no causal
explanation to be found for it. This is a matter of what is
in the world, not our capabilities of knowing it.

Perhaps there is no strong consensus within science
as to the truth of such indeterminist interpretations of
quantum theory, despite an inclination in that direction.
Something of the same sort may be true within physics
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itself. It is notable that outstanding treatments of the
question in the philosophy of science may be agnostic
(Earman 1986, 2004).

Opposition to indeterminism, some of it by philoso-
phers, is strengthened by the fact, too often glossed over,
that no satisfactory interpretation of quantum theory’s
application to reality has ever been achieved, although the
theory is now getting on for a century old. It is possible to
try to explain an ascendancy of an indeterminist under-
standing of quantum theory, say among other philoso-
phers who would not tolerate contradiction, obscurity,
and mystery elsewhere, by the fact of a cultural and insti-
tutional ascendancy of science in general and physics in
particular. It is unclear to me why indeterminist interpre-
tations have persisted within physics in the absence of any
direct and univocal experimental evidence (Bohm and
Hiley 1993, van Frassen 1991, Bub 1997).

One opposition to the idea that indeterminist inter-
pretations of quantum theory prove or indicate the false-
hood of determinism has to do with the supposedly
undetermined things. Are they in fact events, which is to
say things that happen; perhaps understood as ordinary
things having properties at or for a time (Kim 1973)?
Determinism has no concern with anything other than
events. Numbers or propositions or other abstract
objects, for example, are not part of its subject matter of
effects. It does not say five is an effect. A reading of
accounts of quantum theory quickly establishes that it is
not clear that the things denied to be effects, about which
there is real and wide disagreement, are indeed things
asserted to be effects by a determinism. Some of these
have been probabilities, features of a calculation, and
waves in abstract mathematical space.

There is another uncertainty about any undeter-
mined microevents, assuming such real events to exist.
What is their relation to macroevents, and in particular to
the neural events ordinarily taken to be in some intimate
connection with such conscious or mental events as
choices? Does the microdeterminism issue in macrode-
terminism? Does it “translate up”? Or does the microde-
terminism, instead, “cancel out” (Weatherford 1982)?

It is difficult indeed to resist the proposition that there
is no indication at all of macroindeterminism in the phys-
ical world. Taken together with the previous uncertainty
about amplification, this appears to issue in a kind of
dilemma. Either microindeterminism if it exists does not
translate up, in which case it does not matter to the prob-
lem with which we are concerned—or, because it would
translate up if it existed, and there is no macrodetermin-
ism, it follows that microindeterminism does not exist.
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Answers or attitudes with respect to the question of
the truth of a determinism do indeed affect responses to
the third problem, that of the consequences of human
determinism. Someone inclined to the truth of determin-
ism may then be inclined, partly as a result of the further
inclination that we have some freedom or others, to the
response that we must have a freedom that goes with
determinism. Still, the problem of the human conse-
quences of determinism can be considered on its own, as
usually it has been by philosophers.

Traditionally those consequences have been taken as
having to do with freedom or free will, moral responsi-
bility, and the justification of punishment. The central
question is whether determinism is compatible or consis-
tent with free choices and actions, with holding people
responsible for and crediting them with responsibility for
actions, and with imposing justified punishments on
people and rewarding them. Compatibilists, who can be
traced back at least to the seventeenth century (Hobbes
1839), answer yes. Incompatibilists, with Hobbes’s great
adversary in their history, answer no (Bramhall 1844).

The stock in trade of compatibilists has been the
conception of freedom as voluntariness. That, in a rudi-
mentary account, is the conception of a free and respon-
sible action as in accordance with the desire of the person
in question rather than against his or her desire. It is the
conception, they say, that issues in the seemingly indu-
bitable judgment that a man chained to the wall is not
free, and that a woman whose life is under real and imme-
diate threat by someone with a gun is not free.

The stock in trade of incompatibilists has been the
idea of freedom as origination. This, in a rudimentary
account, is the conception of a free action as one that the
person was not caused to perform, but which was up to
the person or in his or her control. This is the conception,
incompatibilists say, that is familiar to all of us in that
most common thing in our lives: holding people respon-
sible for things. We hold people responsible only, as we
say, when they are not literally caused to do what they do,
but have a choice. We take a man to have been free exactly
when he could have done otherwise than he did.

DEALING WITH OBJECTIONS TO
HUMAN DETERMINISM

The rudimentary conception of freedom as voluntari-
ness, as well expressed as the absence of ordinary con-
straint or compulsion, has been enriched in order to deal
with objections. One objection was that people in the
grip of an addiction are not acting against their own
desire for heroin, but nonetheless are not free. A response

in defense of compatibilism has been that voluntariness
consists in someone’s acting according to a desire that
they desire to have. There is the possibility, indeed, of
thinking of a hierarchy of desires (Frankfurt 1971).

Other objections, or perhaps the reaction that both
the rudimentary and the amended ideas of voluntariness
do not do justice to the fullness of our reactions to peo-
ple in their actions, may call up other developments. A
free choice or action, it may be said, is not only in accor-
dance with the desired desire of the agent rather than
against it, but grows out of the personality, character, his-
tory, and indeed the very being of the person. Who can
object, compatibilists ask, to the idea that such a choice or
action, so autonomous, is what we take to be a free and
responsible one?

The conception of freedom as origination has also
been given much attention, again in response to objec-
tions, usually about obscurity. It has long been insisted
that an originated decision, although not a standard
effect, is not merely that. It is not merely a chance or ran-
dom event. Hobbes’s adversary Bramhall in the seven-
teenth century explained originated choices and actions
as owed to the elective power of the rational will. It has
become common to try to explain such choices by assign-
ing them to what is called agent causation as against stan-
dard causation (Chisholm 1976, O’Connor 1995). Agent
causation, whatever else is said of it, does not give rise to
effects that had to happen or were necessitated. Other
attempts to further clarify origination are in terms of tele-
ology, in particular that the occurrence of choices and
actions are somehow explained by their goals (O’Connor
1995), and in terms of a mixture of determined and
undetermined events (Kane 1985, 2002), and in terms of
reasons rather than causes (Ginet 1990).

It is clear that a determinism can be true and there
can still be voluntary choices and actions. There is full
compatibility. There is nothing in a theory of determin-
ism that rules out choices and actions being according to
someone’s desire. Determinism is evidently never the the-
ory that all choices and actions are against the wills of the
agents. Compatibilism, indeed, is best seen as based on
the proposition that free choices and actions have certain
causes, causes somehow internal to rather than external
and somehow opposed to the agent.

It is equally clear that if a decent theory of determin-
ism is true, there can be no originated choices and
actions. There is clear incompatibility. An originated
choice or action, by rudimentary definition, is an event
that is in a standard sense uncaused. The question of
whether determinism is compatible with freedom has
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been the question of whether our freedom consists in vol-
untariness or origination, not the question of whether
determinism is compatible with origination.

HUME, KANT, AND COMPATIBILISM

To come to the principal arguments of the two traditions
of philosophers, Hume was typical of compatibilists in
maintaining that anyone who actually thinks of what he
or she means in speaking of a free and responsible action
will immediately see that it is an unconstrained or unco-
erced one—a voluntary one. What is needed is no more
than some self-reflection, unconfused by religion or the
like (Hume 1955).

Kant, although in fact not an incompatibilist, cer-
tainly not an ordinary incompatibilist, was as positive in
declaring that to think of one’s idea of a free and respon-
sible action is not to think merely of one that was neces-
sitated in a certain way. To go along with Hume and
suppose otherwise, he said, is to engage in no more than
a little quibbling with words (Kant 1949). With these
philosophers, there was already a kind of stalemate about
determinism and freedom.

Near the beginning of the twentieth century, it was
taken as established, by some, that compatibilism was
proved by a simple consideration. If a person acted freely
on some occasion, it was true that the person could have
acted otherwise. But, it was said, the latter means that the
person would have acted differently if he or she had cho-
sen differently, which is consistent with determinism
(Moore 1912). By the mid-twentieth century, however, it
became clear to some that “could have acted otherwise” is
inconsistent with determinism (Austin 1961).

Subsequent twentieth- and indeed twenty-first-cen-
tury compatibilists, undaunted by the failure of their
predecessors to prove it, have somehow stuck to the con-
viction that our common idea of freedom, our common
idea of what is necessary for moral responsibility and
right punishment, is voluntariness (Ayer 1973, Magill
1997). One further contention is that the idea of origina-
tion, despite the seemingly clear rudimentary description
of it, is actually incoherent, and so the field is left to the
tolerably clear ideal of voluntariness (G. Strawson 1986).

Another compatibilist argument, widely discussed,
begins from a thought experiment about moral responsi-
bility (Frankfurt 1969). What it amounts to is the idea of
a person subject to the control of a neuroscientist with
some apparatus who will secure that the person will act in
a certain way if it happens that the person is not on the
way to doing so. Those are the causal facts. Suppose, how-
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ever, that the person actually is on the way to and
absolutely committed to doing A—wants it, wants to
want it, and so on. It remains true, given the neuroscien-
tist in the background, that he cannot do anything else.
But it is clear, surely, that he is morally responsible for A.
It follows, we are told, that freedom does not require
being able to do otherwise than we do in a strong sense—
it does not require origination and is not itself origina-
tion. Other recent compatibilist argumentation has been
the elaboration of the idea of voluntariness by seeing its
growth and extent in terms of evolution (Dennett 2003).
Our human freedom is favorably contrasted with the
lesser freedom of other animals.

Twentieth-century incompatibilists gave much
attention to an argument well-developed from its begin-
ning in Kant’s philosophy (van Inwagen 1986). Here we
have it that a free action is one that is up to us. Suppose
now that an action is subject to determinism—the effect
of a causal sequence, a series of lawlike connections lead-
ing back to some causal circumstance prior to the birth of
the agent. Can such an action be up to us? The answer
given is that it can only be up to us if the lawlike connec-
tions and the first causal circumstance are within our
control—which definitely they are not. Hence free
actions cannot be effects of certain causal sequences but
must be originated.

Given the unbroken history of the philosophical
debate on determinism and freedom until recently, must
there be a presumption that either compatibilism or
incompatibilism is true? Can that respectful attitude sur-
vive certain troublesome questions and alternatives?

If you reflect on the compatibilist case of the desiring
and committed agent but with the neuroscientist around
the corner, or indeed on any of many cases, say the sim-
ple one of the man chained to the wall, one thing you
must be persuaded of is that there certainly is an idea of
freedom—voluntariness. Quite as clearly, if you reflect on
the incompatibilist case of the agent about whom it is
supposed that a causal circumstance before his birth was
not up to him, one thing you must allow is that there is
an idea of freedom such that he does not have it—origi-
nation.

Does it follow from either speculation, however, that
each of us has only the idea of freedom in question? That
we all have and use only that single settled idea? That is
exactly what is intended by each speculation, exactly what
it is supposed to prove.

To ask the question, perhaps, is to become at least
worried. Recall the first agent doing what he wants and
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responsible although in the toils of the neuroscientist. Is
it just the philosophers who can readily think that there
still is a sense in which he is not free—he cannot do oth-
erwise in a sense of the words inconsistent with deter-
minism? And is it just the philosophers who can readily
think of the second agent, who indeed does not have a
causal circumstance in the distant pas in his control, that
there still is a clear sense in which his action may indeed
be in his control? It may be wholly in accord with his
desires and character and his whole existence, not pushed
on him by anyone else or anything else or any conflict
within him. Do we not have and use both conceptions?

What may lead someone to assent to one of the two
speculations, and to either compatibilism or incompati-
bilism, is of course the proposition that freedom either is
or is not compatible with determinism. That is a logical
or necessary truth, is it not? Well, it is a truth only on a
certain ordinary assumption or presupposition. The pre-
supposition of course is that freedom is one thing, that we
in general have only one idea of freedom. Evidently this
presupposition needs thinking about, and it has been
thought about in additional ways.

DEFENSES OF COMPATIBILISM

An original defense of compatibilism prepared the way by
making more explicit the fact that determinism is not
best seen as raising a question of consistency or inconsis-
tency, but rather as affecting attitudes directed at certain
facts or propositions having to do with moral responsi-
bility—and also such personal and nonmoral attitudes as
gratitude and resentment (P. F. Strawson 1968). Subse-
quently it was proposed that determinism affects more
attitudes than these, including the important attitude to
the future that is hope and the important attitude to
inquiry and conclusions that is confidence.

It was argued that it is plain that we are all subject to
two kinds of hope, one for an open future where all has
not been fixed by the past, one for a future in which we
get what we want, maybe a whole kind of life. To this atti-
tudinal argument, a behavioral one was subsequently
added. What we secure by enacting and benefiting from
bills of rights and political liberty is evidently an absence
of compulsion. What we punish for in part is an action of
which we take it that it could have been otherwise despite
the past, and we have the same thought in various per-
sonal relations (Honderich 1988, 1993).

Such considerations also bear nearly as sharply on
weaker positions to which compatibilists and incompati-
bilists may be retreating. These positions are that volun-
tariness is our more important conception of freedom

(Dennett 1984, 2003), the freedom more worth having, or
that origination has these recommendations (Kane 1985,
2002).

THE WIDER DEBATE

The ensuing wider debate—wider than compatibilism
and incompatibilism—has included the idea that our
being free requires origination but our being responsible
requires only voluntariness (Fischer 1994). A different
inquiry into what is called autonomy also accepts that we
do not have to choose between compatibilism and
incompatibilism (Mele 1995). It has been argued, against
compatibilism’s way of saving our responsibility from
determinism, that we must give up our real idea of
responsibility (Pereboom 2001). There has been the more
radical contention that ascribing freedom and responsi-
bility to people is a matter of attitudes that do not depend
on objective facts or propositions at all (Double 1991,
1996).

Against another thought, that of giving up the set of
attitudes inconsistent with determinism and taking satis-
faction in the set of consistent ones, it has been argued
that despite the truth of determinism we must maintain
the illusion that we have the power of origination (Smi-
lansky 2000). The thought of giving up the inconsistent
attitudes and being satisfied by the others has also been
followed by another radical idea. It is that roughly our
attitudes to ourselves previously associated with origina-
tion can survive acceptance of determinism, and so must
be owed to something else entirely different. This could
be the nature of our consciousness, or the explanatory
nature of certain causal lines of events within sequences
of causal circumstances (Honderich 2002).

It is too early to say, but it may be that a consensus is
emerging that determinism and freedom can no longer
be the protracted and tired battle between compatibilism
and incompatibilism. It is not possible to conjecture
about the outcome of an alternative discussion.

See also Action; Causation: Metaphysical Issues; Deter-
minism, A Historical Survey; Freud, Sigmund; Hobbes,
Thomas; Hume, David; Kant, Immanuel; Philosophy of
Mind; Quantum Mechanics; Responsibility, Moral and
Legal; Strawson, Peter Frederick.
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Ted Honderich (1996, 2005)

DETERMINISM AND
INDETERMINISM

Determinism is a rich and varied concept. At an abstract
level of analysis, Jordan Howard Sobel (1998) identifies at
least ninety varieties of what determinism could be like.
When it comes to thinking about what deterministic laws
and theories in physical sciences might be like, the situa-
tion is much clearer. There is a criterion by which to judge
whether a law—expressed as some form of equation—is
deterministic. A theory would then be deterministic just
in case all its laws taken as a whole were deterministic. In
contrast, if a law fails this criterion, then it is indetermin-
istic and any theory whose laws taken as a whole fail this
criterion must also be indeterministic. Although it is
widely believed that classical physics is deterministic and
quantum mechanics is indeterministic, application of
this criterion yields some surprises for these standard
judgments.
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FRAMEWORK FOR PHYSICAL
THEORIES

Laws and theories in physics are formulated in terms of
dynamical or evolution equations. These equations are
taken to describe the change in time of the relevant vari-
ables characterizing the system in question. Additionally,
a complete specification of the initial state referred to as
the initial conditions for the system and/or a characteri-
zation of the boundaries for the system known as the
boundary conditions must also be given. A state is taken
to be a description of the values of the variables charac-
terizing the system at some time t. As a simple example of
a classical model, consider a cannon firing a ball. The ini-
tial conditions would be the initial position and velocity
of the ball as it left the mouth of the cannon. The evolu-
tion equation plus these initial conditions would then
describe the path of the ball.

Much of the analysis of physical systems takes place
in what is called state space, an abstract mathematical
space composed of the variables required to fully specify
the state of a system. Each point in this space then repre-
sents a possible state of the system at a particular time ¢
through the values these variables take on at ¢. For exam-
ple, in many typical dynamical models—constructed to
satisfy the laws of a given theory—the position and
momentum serve as the coordinates, so the model can be
studied in state space by following its trajectory from the
initial state (g,, p,) to some final state (g py). The evolu-
tion equations govern the path—the history of state tran-
sitions—of the system in state space.

However, note that there are important assumptions
being made here. Namely, that a state of a system is char-
acterized by the values of the crucial variables and that a
physical state corresponds to a point in state space
through these values. This cluster of assumptions can be
called the faithful model assumption. This assumption
allows one to develop mathematical models for the evo-
lution of these points in state space and such models are
taken to represent (perhaps through a complicated rela-
tion) the physical systems of interest. In other words, one
assumes that one’s mathematical models are faithful rep-
resentations of physical systems and that the state space is
a faithful representation of the space of physically gen-
uine possibilities for the system in question. Hence, one
has the connection between physical systems and their
laws and models, provided the latter are faithful. It then
remains to determine whether these laws and models are
deterministic or not.

LAPLACEAN DETERMINISM

Clocks, cannon balls fired from cannons, and the solar
system are taken to be paradigm examples of determinis-
tic systems in classical physics. In the practice of physics
one is able to give a general and precise description of
deterministic systems. For definiteness the focus here is
on classical particle mechanics, the inspiration for Pierre
Simon Laplace’s famous description:

We ought to regard the present state of the uni-
verse as the effect of its antecedent state and as
the cause of the state that is to follow. An intelli-
gence knowing all the forces acting in nature at
a given instant, as well as the momentary posi-
tions of all things in the universe, would be able
to comprehend in one single formula the
motions of the largest bodies as well as the light-
est atoms in the world ... to it nothing would be
uncertain, the future as well as the past would be
present to its eyes. (Translation from Nagel
1961, pp. 281-282)

Given all the forces acting on the particles composing the
universe along with their exact positions and momenta,
then the future behavior of these particles is, in principle,
completely determined.

Two historical remarks are in order here. First,
Laplace’s primary aim in this famous passage was to con-
trast the concepts of probability and certainty. Second,
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1924, p. 129) articulated this
same notion of inevitability in terms of particle dynamics
long before Laplace. Nevertheless, it was the vision that
Laplace articulated that has become a paradigm example
for determinism in physical theories.

This vision may be articulated in the modern frame-
work as follows. Suppose that the physical state of a sys-
tem is characterized by the values of the positions and
momenta of all the particles composing the system at
some time t. Furthermore, suppose that a physical state
corresponds to a point in state space (invoking the faith-
ful model assumption). One can then develop determin-
istic mathematical models for the evolution of these
points in state space. Some have thought that the key fea-
ture characterizing this determinism was that given a
specification of the initial state of a system and the evolu-
tion equations governing its states, in principle it should
be possible to predict the behavior of the system for any
time (recall Laplace’s contrast between certainty and
probability). Although prima facie plausible, such a con-
dition is neither necessary nor sufficient for a determinis-
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tic law because the relationship of predictability to deter-
minism is far too weak and subtle.

Rather, the core feature of determinism is the follow-
ing condition: “Unique evolution: A given state is always
followed (and preceded) by the same history of state
transitions.” This condition expresses the Laplacean belief
that systems described by classical particle mechanics will
repeat their behaviors exactly if the same initial and
boundary conditions are specified. For example, the
equations of motion for a frictionless pendulum will pro-
duce the same solution for the motion as long as the same
initial velocity and initial position are chosen. Roughly
speaking, the idea is that every time one returns the
mathematical model to the same initial state (or any state
in the history of state transitions), it will undergo the
same history of transitions from state to state and like-
wise for the target system. In other words, the evolution
will be unique given a specification of initial and bound-
ary conditions. Note that as formulated, unique evolution
expresses state transitions in both directions (future and
past). It can easily be recast to allow for unidirectional
state transitions (future only or past only) if desired.

UNIQUE EVOLUTION

Unique evolution is the core of the Laplacean vision for
determinism (it lies at the core of Leibniz’s statement as
well). Although a strong requirement, it is important if
determinism is to be meaningfully applied to laws and
theories. Imagine a typical physical system s as a film. Sat-
isfying unique evolution means that if the film is started
over and over at the same frame (returning the system to
the same initial state), then s will repeat every detail of its
total history over and over again and identical copies of
the film would produce the same sequence of pictures. So
if one always starts Jurassic Park at the beginning frame, it
plays the same. The tyrannosaurus as antihero always
saves the day. No new frames are added to the movie. Fur-
thermore, if one were to start with a different frame, say a
frame at the middle of the movie, there is still a unique
sequence of frames.

By way of contrast, suppose that returning s to the
same initial state produced a different sequence of state
transitions on some of the runs. Consider a system s to be
like a device that spontaneously generates a different
sequence of pictures on some occasions when starting
from the same initial picture. Imagine further that such a
system has the property that simply by choosing to start
with any picture normally appearing in the sequence,
sometimes the chosen picture is not followed by the usual
sequence of pictures. Or imagine that some pictures often
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do not appear in the sequence, or that new ones are added
from time to time. Such a system would fail to satisfy
unique evolution and would not qualify as deterministic.

More formally, one can define unique evolution in
the following way. Let S stand for the collection of all sys-
tems sharing the same set L of physical laws and suppose
that P is the set of relevant physical properties for speci-
fying the time evolution of a system described by L: A sys-
tem s € S exhibits unique evolution if and only if every
system s’ € S isomorphic to s with respect to P undergoes
the same evolution as s.

TWO CONSTRUALS OF UNIQUE
EVOLUTION

Abstracting from the context of physical theories for the
moment, unique evolution can be given two construals.
The first construal is as a statement of causal determin-
ism, that every event is causally determined by an event
taking place at some antecedent time or times. This read-
ing of unique evolution fits nicely with how a number of
philosophers conceive of metaphysical, physical, and psy-
chological determinism as theses about the determina-
tion of events in causal chains, where there is a flow from
cause to effect that may be continuous or have gaps. The
second construal of unique evolution is as a statement of
difference determinism characterized by William James
as “[t]he whole is in each and every part, and welds it with
the rest into an absolute unity, an iron block, in which
there can be no equivocation or shadow of turning”
(1956, p. 150). This reading of unique evolution main-
tains that a difference at any time requires a difference at
every time.

These two construals of unique evolution are differ-
ent. For example, consider a fast-starting series of causally
linked states (Sobel 1998) where every state in the series
has an earlier determining cause, but the series itself has
no antecedent deterministic cause (its beginning—the
first state—is undetermined by prior events or may have
a probabilistic cause) and no state in the series occurs
before a specified time. The principle that every event has
an earlier cause would fail for a fast-starting series as a
whole though it would hold for the events within such a
series. This would be an example where causal determin-
ism failed, but where difference determinism would still
hold.

However, the causal construal of unique evolution is
unsatisfactory. Concepts like event or causation are vague
and controversial. One might suggest explicating causal
determinism in terms of the laws L and properties P, but
concepts like event and cause are not used in most physi-
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cal theories (at least not univocally). In contrast, unique
evolution fits the idea of difference determinism: any dif-
ference between s and s' is reflected by different histories
of state transitions. This latter construal of unique evolu-
tion only requires the normal machinery of the theoreti-
cal framework sketched earlier to cash out these
differences and so avoids controversies associated with
causal determinism.

DETERMINISM IN CLASSICAL
MECHANICS

Most philosophers take classical mechanics to be the
archetype of a deterministic theory. Prima facie Newton’s
laws satisfy unique evolution. After all, these are ordinary
differential equations and one has uniqueness and exis-
tence proofs for them. Furthermore, there is at least some
empirical evidence that macroscopic objects behave
approximately as these laws describe. Still, there are some
surprises and controversy regarding the judgment that
classical mechanics is a deterministic theory.

For example, as Keith Hutchinson (1993) notes, if
the force function varies as the square root of the veloc-
ity, then a specification of the initial position and velocity
of a particle does not fix a unique evolution of the parti-
cle in state space (indeed, the particle can sit stationary
for an arbitrary length of time and then spontaneously
begin to move). Hence, such a force law is not determin-
istic. There are a number of such force functions consis-
tent with Newton’s laws, but that fail to satisfy unique
evolution. Therefore, the judgment that classical mechan-
ics is a deterministic theory is false.

NEWTONIAN GRAVITY. One might think that the set of
force functions leading to violations of unique evolution
represents an unrealistic set so that all force laws of clas-
sical mechanics really are deterministic. However, worries
for determinism await one even in the case of point-
particles interacting under Isaac Newton’s force of grav-
ity, the paradigm case of determinism that Laplace had in
mind.

In 1897 the French mathematician Paul Painlevé
conjectured that a system of point-particles interacting
only under Newton’s force of gravity could all accelerate
to spatial infinity within a finite time interval. (The
source of the energy needed for this acceleration is the
infinite potential well associated with the inverse-square
law of gravitation.) If particles could disappear to “spatial
infinity,” then unique evolution would break down
because solutions to the equations of motion no longer
would be guaranteed to exist. Painlevé’s conjecture was

proven by Zhihong Xia (1992) for a system of five point-
masses.

Though provocative, these results are not without
controversy. For example, there are two interesting possi-
bilities for interpreting the status of these particles that
have flown off to spatial infinity. On the one hand, one
could say the particles have left the universe and now have
some indefinite properties. On the other hand, one could
say that the particles no longer exist. Newton’s mechanics
is silent on this interpretive question. Furthermore, are
events such as leaving the universe to be taken as predic-
tions of Newton’s gravitational theory of point-particles,
or as indications that the theory is breaking down
because particle position becomes undefined? Perhaps
such behavior is an artifact of a spatially infinite universe.
If the universe is finite, particle positions are always
bounded and such violations of unique evolution are not
possible.

DIAGNOSIS. Other failures of unique evolution in clas-
sical mechanics can be found in John Earman’s (1986)
survey. What is one to say, then, about the uniqueness and
existence theorems for the equations of motion, the the-
orems that appear so suggestive of unique evolution? The
root problem of these failures to satisfy unique evolution
can be traced back to the fact that one’s mathematical
theorems only guarantee existence and uniqueness locally
in time. This means that the equations of motion only
have unique solutions for some interval of time. This
interval might be short and, as time goes on, the interval
of time for which such solutions exist might get shorter
or even shrink to zero in such a way that after some
period solutions cease to exist. So determinism might
hold locally, but this does not guarantee determinism
must hold globally.

DETERMINISM IN SPECIAL AND
GENERAL RELATIVITY

Special relativity provides a much more hospitable envi-
ronment for determinism. This is primarily due to two
features of the theory: (1) no process or signal can travel
faster than the speed of light, and (2) the space-time
structure is static. The first feature rules out unbounded-
velocity systems, while the second guarantees there are no
singularities in space-time. Given these two features,
global existence and uniqueness theorems can be proven
for cases like source-free electromagnetic fields so that
unique evolution is not violated when appropriate initial
data are specified on a space-like hypersurface. Unfortu-
nately, when electromagnetic sources or gravitationally
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interacting particles are added to the picture, the status of
unique evolution becomes much less clear.

In contrast, general relativity presents problems for
guaranteeing unique evolution. For example, there are
space-times for which there are no appropriate specifica-
tions of initial data on space-like hypersurfaces yielding
global existence and uniqueness theorems. In such space-
times, unique evolution is easily violated. Furthermore,
problems for unique evolution arise from the possibility
of naked singularities (singularities not hidden behind an
event horizon). One way a singularity might form is from
gravitational collapse. The usual model for such a process
involves the formation of an event horizon (i.e., a black
hole). Although a black hole has a singularity inside the
event horizon, outside the horizon at least determinism is
okay, provided the space-time supports appropriate spec-
ifications of initial data compatible with unique evolu-
tion. In contrast, a naked singularity has no event
horizon. The problem here is that anything at all could
pop out of a naked singularity, violating unique evolu-
tion. To date, no general, convincing forms of hypotheses
ruling out such singularities have been proven (so-called
cosmic censorship hypotheses).

DETERMINISM IN QUANTUM
MECHANICS

In contrast to classical mechanics philosophers often take
quantum mechanics to be an indeterministic theory. Nev-
ertheless, so-called pilot-wave theories pioneered by Louis
de Broglie and David Bohm are explicitly deterministic
while still agreeing with experiments. Roughly speaking,
this family of theories treats a quantum system as consist-
ing of both a wave and a particle. The wave evolves deter-
ministically over time according to the Schrodinger
equation and determines the motion of the particle.
Hence, the particle’s motion satisfies unique evolution.
This is a perfectly coherent view of quantum mechanics
and contrasts strongly with the more orthodox interpreta-
tion. The latter takes the wave to evolve deterministically
according to Schrodinger’s equation and treats particle-
like phenomena indeterministically in a measurement
process (such processes typically violate unique evolution
because the particle system can be in the same state before
measurement, but still yield many different outcomes after
measurement). Pilot-wave theories show that quantum
mechanics need not be indeterministic.

DETERMINISTIC CHAOS

Some philosophers have thought that the phenomenon
of deterministic chaos—the extreme sensitivity of a vari-
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ety of classical mechanics systems such that roughly even
the smallest change in initial conditions can lead to vastly
different evolutions in state space—might actually show
that classical mechanics is not deterministic. However,
there is no real challenge to unique evolution here as each
history of state transitions in state space is still unique to
each slightly different initial condition.

Of course, classical chaotic systems are typically con-
sidered as if there is no such thing as quantum mechan-
ics. But suppose one considers a combined system such
that quantum mechanics is the source of the small
changes in initial conditions for one’s classical chaotic
system? Would such a system fail to satisfy unique evolu-
tion? The worry here is that, since there is no known
lower limit to the sensitivity of classical chaotic systems,
nothing can prevent the possibility of such systems
amplifying a slight change in initial conditions due to a
quantum event so that the evolution of the classical
chaotic system is dramatically different than if the quan-
tum event had not taken place. Indeed, some philoso-
phers argue that unique evolution must fail in such
circumstances.

However, such sensitivity arguments depend cru-
cially on how quantum mechanics itself and measure-
ments are interpreted as well as on where the cut is made
distinguishing between what is observed and what is
doing the observing (e.g., is the classical chaotic system
serving as the measuring device for the quantum change
in initial conditions?). Although considered abstractly,
sensitivity arguments do correctly lead to the conclusion
that quantum effects can be amplified by classical chaotic
systems; they do not automatically render one’s classical
plus quantum system indeterministic. Furthermore,
applying such arguments to concrete physical systems
shows that the amplification process may be severely con-
strained. For example, investigating the role of quantum
effects in the process of chaos in the friction of sliding
surfaces indicates that quantum effects might be ampli-
fied by chaos to produce a difference in macroscopic
behavior only if the fluctuations are large enough to
break molecular bonds and are amplified quickly enough.

BROADER IMPLICATIONS

Finally, what of broader implications of determinism and
indeterminism in physical theories? Debates about free
will and determinism are one place where the considera-
tions in this entry might be relevant. One of the most dis-
cussed topics in this regard is the consequence argument,
which may be put informally as follows: If determinism is
true, then our acts are consequences of laws and events in
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the remote past. But what went on before we were born is
not up to us and neither are the laws up to us. Therefore,
the consequences of these laws and events—including
our present acts—are not up to us. Whether or not the
relevant laws satisfy unique evolution is one factor in the
evaluation of this argument.

What of broader philosophical thinking about psy-
chological determinism or the thesis that the universe is
deterministic? For the former, it looks difficult to make
any connection at all. One simply does not have any the-
ories in the behavioral sciences that are amenable to
analysis under the criterion of unique evolution. Indeed,
attempts to apply the criterion in psychology do not lead
to clarification of the crucial issues (Bishop 2002).

With regards to the universe, it has been common
practice since the seventeenth century for philosophers to
look to their best scientific theories as guides to the truth
of determinism. As one has seen, the current best theories
in physics are remarkably unclear about the truth of
determinism in the physical sciences, so the current
guides do not appear to be so helpful. Even if the best the-
ories were clear on the matter of determinism in their
province, there is a further problem awaiting their appli-
cation to metaphysical questions about the universe as a
whole. Recall the crucial faithful model assumption. In
many contexts this assumption is fairly unproblematic.
However, if the system in question is nonlinear—that is
to say, has the property that a small change in the state or
conditions of the system is not guaranteed to result in a
small change in the system’s behavior—this assumption
faces serious difficulties (indeed, a strongly idealized ver-
sion of the assumption, the perfect model scenario, is
needed but also runs into difficulties regarding drawing
conclusions about the systems one is modeling). Since the
universe is populated with such systems—indeed, it is
likely to be nonlinear itself—one’s purchase on applying
the best laws and theories to such systems or the universe
as a whole to answer the large metaphysical question
about determinism is problematic.

See also Determinism, A Historical Survey; Determinism
in History; Philosophy of Physics; Quantum Mechan-
ics.
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DETERMINISM IN
HISTORY

Philosophical reflection upon history has always been
impressed by the limited extent to which individuals and
groups seem to be able to mold events to their purposes.
In the case of some events at least, there seems to be an
inexorable necessity—an inevitability or unavoidabil-
ity—about what happens. The “necessity” of historical
events, however, has been asserted by historians and
philosophers of history in at least three fundamentally
different senses.

SENSES OF DETERMINISM

FATE AND PROVIDENCE. The first sense is the notion
that events are “fated” to occur, a notion familiar to Greek
as well as Oriental thought. The central concept is of an
agency external to the historical process itself, sometimes,
but not always, personified, determining events some-
what in the way a human agent may be said to determine,
through his will, what happens in a process he monitors
and manipulates. It is generally assumed, however, that
the means by which fated events are brought about lie
outside the mechanism of ordinary causal connection:
they are “transcendent.” This clears the way for a charac-
teristic expression of fatalism—the assertion that what is
fated will occur no matter what we do to try to prevent it.
To many critics, such a claim has appeared unintelligible.

DETERMINISM IN HISTORY

For historical events are surely, in some sense at least,
constituted by what we do. A revolution, for example,
could hardly occur if nobody revolted. The fatalist claim
thus looks self-contradictory. What fatalism really denies,
however, is the preventive efficacy of anyone’s actions
prior to the fated event, a refinement that leaves the claim
coherent, if unbelievable. Nor is the doctrine necessarily
involved in the incoherence of representing prior actions
as both within our power to have performed otherwise
and, at the same time, fated in their turn. For fatalism,
unlike some other forms of historical determinism, has
generally been asserted selectively. It is the doctrine that
certain things will necessarily come to pass, not that
everything happens necessarily.

Many theological philosophies of history are fatalis-
tic in the indicated sense because of the role they assign to
the will of God in their accounts. Unlike most of their
pagan predecessors, however, these accounts generally
make some attempt to rationalize and even to moralize
interventions hitherto conceived as arbitrary, and usually
also as menacing. In this way a fatalistic conception of
history becomes “providential.” Theological interpreta-
tions, of course, leave little for philosophers to argue
about; for the workings of Divine Providence can be dis-
cerned only through some extrarational insight or source
of revelation. And as G. W. F. Hegel complained about
providential theories generally, the overarching purpose
or plan is usually conceded, even by those who claim
insight into it, to be partly “concealed from our view.”
Some theological interpretations have tried to meet this
sort of objection by identifying the workings of provi-
dence, tentatively at least, with certain standing condi-
tions and even with historical laws. A comparison
between Reinhold Niebuhr’s twentieth-century Faith and
History, with its confidence in the “providential structure
of existence,” and Bishop Jacques Bénigne Bossuet’s sev-
enteenth-century Discourse on Universal History, which
still envisages God ruling the course of empire by
“decree,” is instructive in this connection. Yet even
Niebuhr confessed in the end that, to a finite human
mind, both the plan and mode of operation of God in
history remain mysterious.

HISTORICAL INEVITABILITY. Any attempt to make fate
or providence immanent in the ordinary processes of his-
tory is a move toward a second major conception of the
necessity of historical events, one often referred to in con-
temporary discussion as the doctrine of “historical
inevitability.” In this conception, the course of history has
a necessary overall direction, whether it be attributed to
an active but impersonal “force,” a nisus toward some
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ultimate goal, or a “dynamic” law of development. The
necessary direction of history has been variously con-
ceived by various philosophers. Thus the Greeks tended
to envisage it as cyclical and repetitive, while most
philosophers of the Enlightenment found an equally sim-
ple but linear pattern of inevitable progress. According to
Giambattista Vico, history traces a spiral path as civiliza-
tion after civilization, each in its own unique way, follows
the curve from heroic age to neobarbarism. According to
Hegel, the spiral proceeds dialectically toward the actual-
ization of a potential human freedom, each regress con-
tributing to an ultimate spiritual synthesis. Just how
deterministic such interpretations of history’s direction
were actually intended to be is, in fact, a disputable mat-
ter. Almost none assert that every historical event hap-
pens necessarily; the claim is usually limited to the main
trend or the more significant events. And many specula-
tive theorists do not seem to claim even that much.
Oswald Spengler, for example, in his Decline of the West
left the origin, by contrast with the development, of his-
torical cultures unaccounted for; Hegel’s lectures on the
philosophy of history can be interpreted as having held
that the stages of freedom succeed each other only with
“rational,” and not with “natural” necessity; and Arnold
Toynbee’s Study of History discovered historical “laws” so
accommodating that they appear to be compatible with
an almost indefinite number of exceptions.

Yet the discovery of inevitability is generally taken to
be a major goal of speculative theories of history. And
historians themselves often refer to “underlying tides and
currents” (A. L. Rowse) or “great social forces” (E. P.
Cheyney) in a way which seems to call for a more literal
interpretation than the references they also occasionally
let slip to the “fate” or “destiny” of historical individuals.
Recent polemical works like K. R. Popper’s The Poverty of
Historicism (Boston: Beacon, 1957) and Isaiah Berlin’s
Historical Inevitability (London: Oxford Univ. Press,
1955) certainly assume that the doctrine of inevitability is
still a live option for many people. Like fatalism, it is
regarded by its critics as morally and politically danger-
ous. But it has also been subjected to a logical and con-
ceptual critique, the major complaint of which is that
insofar as historical inevitability is asserted on empirical
grounds, the notion of “necessity” is employed in a way
that is scientifically indefensible. According to Popper,
inevitability theories confuse genuine laws, which assert
conditional and hypothetical necessities, with statements
of historical trends, which are not necessities, but facts.
Laws license prediction whenever the conditions speci-
fied in their antecedent clauses are satisfied. The lack of
corresponding empirical justification for the social

“prophecies” obtained by merely extrapolating trends is
often obscured by the “force” metaphors characteristi-
cally used in describing them.

A speculative theorist who wished to claim meta-
physical rather than scientific status for his conclusions
might perhaps remain unmoved by such considerations.
Yet almost all inevitability theorists at some point cite
empirical evidence; and in the nineteenth century partic-
ularly, such theories were often thought to provide mod-
els for social science itself. The belief that the
extrapolation of trends is a scientifically respectable pro-
cedure, Popper observed, may well be traceable to the fas-
cination that untypical sciences like astronomy have had
for philosophers of history. The temptation is to say that
if eclipses can be predicted by projecting the observed
behavior of the solar system, then revolutions and the like
ought similarly to be predictable by projecting the ten-
dencies of the social system. Such reasoning ignores the
fact that the cyclical “direction” of the solar system is not
just observed; it is explained. And the explanation is in
terms of initial conditions obtaining, together with laws
of motion that are conditional and hypothetical. The
same could be said of the so-called directional law of evo-
lution in biology, which is sometimes cited as a paradigm
for linear theories of historical inevitability. No corre-
sponding attempt is usually made to derive the alleged
necessity of observed historical trends from more funda-
mental considerations. For to represent the large-scale
pattern as “resultant” in such a way, especially if the rele-
vant initial conditions included individual human
actions, might undermine the thesis of unavoidability.

SCIENTIFIC DETERMINISM. The notion of explaining
historical trends in terms of the operation of scientific
laws brings us to a third generic conception of necessity
in history, the “scientific” sense. To put it most simply, an
event might be said to be determined in this sense if there
is some other event or condition or group of them, some-
times called its cause, that is a sufficient condition for its
occurrence, the sufficiency residing in the effect’s follow-
ing the cause in accordance with one or more laws of
nature. The general assertion of historical determinism
then becomes the assertion that for every historical event
there is such a sufficient condition. Whether, in conse-
quence, history manifests a unitary pattern or direction is
a further and separate question.

Race and climate. Many historical determinists who
would claim to be “scientific” in the above sense have
gone a step further. Like the inevitability theorists, they
have sought a simple clue to the historical process, in this
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case in causal factors of a limited range. Typical of such
single-factor theories are those that fasten on certain bio-
logical or psychological conditions, such as the alleged
racial characteristics of certain groups, or on features of
the physical environment, such as topography, climate,
soil, or natural resources. The writings of Joseph Arthur
de Gobineau and of Houston Stewart Chamberlain, with
their concept of Aryan superiority, are notorious exam-
ples of the first of these, although few serious attempts
have been made to write detailed and scholarly histories
(rather than propaganda) on their principles. The search
for geographical determinants, on the other hand, has a
reputable record going back at least to Baron de Mon-
tesquieu and Jean Bodin, and it received classic expres-
sion in the work of Henry Thomas Buckle in the
nineteenth century and of Ellsworth Huntington in the
twentieth. Both types of theory, however, oversimplify the
diversity of history. It is one thing to point out that civi-
lizations originated in river valleys or that the decline of
Rome was accompanied by race-mixing. It is quite
another—even if some features of events can properly be
ascribed to such factors—to say that all significant histor-
ical change is determined by geographical or biological
causes.

Social causes. Racial and environmental interpreta-
tions locate the explanatory factors outside the course of
historical events themselves. Social interpretations offer
single-factor accounts that seek causes in one kind of his-
torical condition by contrast with others. According to
Karl Marx, for example, the explanation of political, reli-
gious, legal, and other “ideological” features of a society is
to be found in that society’s mode of economic life and in
the relations of production that its human elements con-
sequently take up toward each other. In extreme forms of
the theory at least, a one-way causal relation is asserted to
hold at any time between economic and noneconomic
factors, as well as between economic conditions at differ-
ent times. Such an economic interpretation of history,
with its more variable explanatory factor, has a far richer
potential than racial or environmental ones for explain-
ing the details of historical change. As with all single-
factor theories, however, any attempt to defend its monis-
tic causal claims generally either fails to carry conviction
or runs afoul of a basic distinction between sufficient
(determining) and merely necessary (conditioning) con-
ditions. Thus, in a crude but revealing lapse, often cited,
Friedrich Engels argued that because a man cannot
engage in politics, science, religion, and art if he lacks the
basic material conditions of life, the latter determine the
former.

DETERMINISM IN HISTORY

Multiple-factor theories. More considered statements
of single-factor theories try to provide for a degree of
interaction between the chosen factor and others. This
leaves the difficult problem of explaining the sense, if any,
in which the special factor is the fundamental one. It also
leaves the problem—which bedeviled inevitability theo-
ries as well—of the relation between large-scale social
causes and effects and the actions of participating indi-
viduals. “Great man” theories like Thomas Carlyle’s are
rightly out of fashion, but it is difficult to deny the his-
torical importance of a Vladimir Lenin or a Napoleon
Bonaparte. Georgii Valentinovich Plekhanov’s classical
Marxist discussion of this problem, in The Role of the
Individual in History, adopts the uneasy compromise that
individual causes can make a difference to a historical
outcome, but only to its less significant features or to its
timing. Such legislation as to the “spheres of influence” of
various sorts of conditions, all conceded to be necessary,
often seems highly arbitrary; and under pressure, single-
factor theories tend to develop into “interpretations” only
in the sense of directing attention to one factor in histor-
ical change that is deemed especially noteworthy, often
for pragmatic reasons. The claim that historical events are
determined then ceases to have any special connection
with the claims made for the chosen factor. It reverts sim-
ply to the assertion that for every event there is a suffi-
cient condition, no matter how disparate the causal
elements that may sometimes be required to constitute it.

In the broad sense thus indicated, the contention
that historical events are all determined may seem quite
unproblematic. And when one considers the thoroughly
causal language of historical accounts, the contention
may seem also to be in accordance with historical prac-
tice. It is true that what historians actually call a cause is
seldom itself a sufficient condition. But it is generally
assumed by determinists that its claim to be a cause
depends upon its completing a sufficient set of such con-
ditions, some of which may not have been overtly speci-
fied. Yet the assumption of scientific determinism in
history has been disputed on a number of grounds, the
three set forth below being among the most frequently
cited. These arguments have a common feature: all claim
that this assumption contradicts others that the historian
normally and properly makes. In consequence, the notion
is represented as importing an incoherence into historical
thinking as a whole.

OBJECTIONS TO DETERMINISM

CHANCE. It has been objected, first, that history is a
realm in which events sometimes occur “by chance”—it
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being assumed that what happens by chance cannot hap-
pen of necessity. Certainly, historians often report what
happened in such terms. And chance has been regarded
by some of them almost as a principle of historical inter-
pretation. Thus J. B. Bury, in his Later Roman Empire, rep-
resented the success of the barbarians in penetrating the
Roman Empire as due to a succession of coincidences—
the “historical surprise” of the onslaught of the Asiatic
Huns, which drove the Goths west and south; the lucky
blow that killed a Roman emperor when the Goths
engaged a Roman army that just happened to be in their
way; the untimely death of that emperor’s talented suc-
cessor before he had arranged for the assimilation of
those tribesmen who had settled within the imperial bor-
der; the unhappy fact that the two sons who subsequently
divided the empire were both incompetent, and so on.
Bury’s example does at least afford a strong argument
against the notion that history is a self~-determining sys-
tem—one of the assumptions of the doctrine of histori-
cal inevitability. It illustrates the intrusion of
nonbhistorical factors into the historical process—an
untimely death, for example—Bury’s awareness of which
led him to object to any search for what he called “gen-
eral” causes. Bury’s example makes clearer, too, the inap-
propriateness of a science like astronomy as a model for
social and historical explanation. For the solar system,
unlike human society, is virtually isolated from such
external influences. This makes it possible for us to make
astronomical predictions without taking into account
anything but the description of the state of the system
itself at any time and to predict accurately for long peri-
ods ahead. In history the situation is very different. The
sufficient conditions of historical events are seldom to be
found in other historical events.

But does the admission of chance, as Bury described
it, count against the whole doctrine of historical deter-
minism in the scientific sense? In support of their claim
that it must, historical indeterminists sometimes cite par-
allels in physical inquiry. Modern subatomic physics, for
example, whether correctly or not, has often been said to
be indeterministic precisely because it regards certain
aspects of the behavior of single electrons as matters of
chance. Yet it may be questioned whether any of the con-
tingencies, accidents, or unlucky “breaks” mentioned by
Bury were matters of chance in the physicist’s sense. For
there is no reason to think of any of them as uncaused.
What is peculiar about them is that they occur (to use a
common phrase) at the intersection of two or more rela-
tively independent causal chains. But there is nothing in
such coincidences, determinists will maintain, that
enables us to say that what occurs at the “intersections”

could not be deduced from prior statements of condi-
tions and appropriate laws, provided we took all the rele-
vant conditions into account.

In practice, of course, a historian may not be in a
position to explain why a given coincidence occurred; at
least one relevant chain—the biological one leading to
the emperor’s death, for example—may be beyond the
scope of his kind of inquiry. What happened may conse-
quently be represented by him as something unfore-
seen—perhaps even as the intrusion of the “irrational”
into the course of events. Here the notion of chance is
extended from the paradigm case where an event is said
to have no cause at all to one where the cause is simply
unknown because nonhistorical.

The notion is commonly extended further (as Bury’s
example illustrates) to events whose causes, although not
beyond the range of historical inquiry, are beyond the
immediate range of the historian’s interests—the appear-
ance of the Huns, for example. This makes it misleading
to define “chance event” in history, as some have done, as
an event that has historical effects but lacks historical
causes. The causes of the invasion of the Huns simply lie
outside the story the historian is telling. The judgment
that a historical event happened by chance is thus a func-
tion of what the historian (and his readers) are concerned
about. (This also covers the case where “by chance” seems
chiefly to mean “unplanned.”) It follows that, from one
standpoint, an event may properly be judged to be a
chance occurrence, while from another it clearly could
not be: the activities of the Huns, for example, were
scarcely a matter of chance from their own standpoint.
Speculative philosophers of history, if they aim to take the
additional standpoints of God or “History” into account,
will obviously have further problems when deciding
whether something was a chance occurrence. The issues
thus raised are doubtless of considerable interest for a
general account of the logic of historical narration. It is
difficult to see, however, that they have any important
bearing on the acceptability of historical determinism.

NOVELTY. A second consideration often advanced
against the determinist assumption is that history is a
realm of novelty and that its course must therefore
remain not only unforeseen but unforeseeable, even if we
take into account the broadest possible range of
antecedent conditions. The fact that what the historian
discovers is often surprising is thus held to have an objec-
tive basis in human creativity, from which periodically
there emerge events and conditions with radically novel
characteristics. Such “emergence,” it is often claimed,
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rules out the possibility of scientific prediction before the
event because prediction is necessarily based on laws and
theories that relate types of characteristics already
known. In this connection it is interesting to note a
“proof” offered by Popper that some historical events at
least are unpredictable in principle. If we accept the com-
mon assumption that some historical events are depend-
ent in part on the growth of human knowledge, Popper
pointed out, then it is logically impossible that we should
be able to predict them before they occur. For ex hypoth-
esi, one of their conditions must remain unknown to us.

Confronted by such an argument, determinists
would want to make clear that, as they conceive it, deter-
minism does not entail predictability, even though it has,
unfortunately, sometimes been defined in terms of pre-
dictability. An event can be determined even though it is
not known to be so. Popper himself did not regard the
argument cited above as counting against historical
determinism; indeed, his own statement of it strongly
suggested that the unpredictability of the events in ques-
tion actually follows from their being determined in a
certain way, that is, by a set of conditions that are less than
sufficient in the absence of as yet unattained human
knowledge. All that is required by the doctrine of deter-
minism, however, is that events have sufficient condi-
tions, whether or not they can be known before the fact.
It would thus be better, perhaps, to define the notion in
terms of explicability rather than predictability. Deter-
minists often point out that the emergent characteristics
of natural things can be explained in the scientific sense,
although they could not have been predicted before they
first emerged. In his “Determinism in History,” Ernest
Nagel cited the emergence of the qualities of water out of
a combination of hydrogen and oxygen. These are emer-
gent and novel in the sense of not being possessed by the
original elements and not being deducible from informa-
tion about the behavior of these elements in isolation. Yet
we have been able to frame laws governing the emergence
of these originally novel attributes under specifiable con-
ditions that allow us to deduce and now even to predict
the attributes.

A likely reply is that whereas the emergence of the
characteristics of water is a recurring, experimentally
testable phenomenon, the emergence of novelty in the
course of history is not. At least some historical events
and conditions, it may be said, are unique and hence not
subject to scientific explanation even after the fact. In
considering this rejoinder, however, it is important not to
misunderstand the claims of scientific determinism. For
these do not include the deducibility in principle of the
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occurrence of historical events “in all their concrete actu-
ality” Only events as historians represent them in their
narratives are said to be so deducible. And their descrip-
tions of events, it will be argued, are necessarily phrased
in terms that apply, although not necessarily in the same
combinations, to events at other times and places.

It may of course be doubted that we shall ever actu-
ally discover the determining conditions of such histori-
cal novelties as Alexander’s use of the phalanx, Caesar
Augustus’s imperial policy, or the organization of the
medieval church, under descriptions as highly detailed as
historians customarily apply to them—a problem
scarcely touched by the consideration, advanced by
Nagel, that social science has sought, with some measure
of success, to discover the conditions under which men
act creatively. Yet determinists will regard these as merely
“practical” difficulties, not bearing on the basic issue.
That issue, they will maintain, is whether the novelties
that can be recognized by historical inquiry are such as to
rule out their subsumability under laws “in principle.”
Unless historians’ knowledge can be said to go beyond
any description of such novelties in terms of a unique
conjunction of recurring characteristics, the argument
from historical novelty will be deemed to have missed its
mark.

In fact, this further, and highly debatable claim is one
that some historical theorists would be quite prepared to
make. They would point out, for example, that we can lis-
ten to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s music and read Isaac
Newton’s scientific writings—two examples of creativity
cited by Nagel—and, by thus enjoying direct acquain-
tance with radical historical novelty, discover more than
could be conveyed by any description in terms of recur-
ring characteristics. Ordinary historical knowledge of
novel military tactics, imperial policies, or institutional
organizations, they would maintain, would similarly go
beyond what could be expressed without reference, either
explicitly or implicitly, to named individuals, groups, or
periods. They would consequently represent historical
narrative as employing concrete universals—like “Renais-
sance” or “Gothic”—as well as abstract ones. And since
scientific laws can be framed only in terms of abstract
universals, they would claim that warranted assertions of
novelty expressed in terms of concrete universals do
undermine the assumption of determinism.

FREEDOM. A third and even more common argument
against accepting a determinist view of historical events
turns on the claim that history is a realm not only of
chance and novelty but of human freedom. The subject
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matter of history, it is sometimes said, is not mere
“events” but human “actions,” in a distinctive sense quite
familiar to plain men who deliberate and decide what to
do. If the historian is not to misrepresent such a subject
matter, the argument goes, then he must take seriously
the notion of choosing between alternatives. As Johan
Huizinga expressed it, in his “Idea of History” (in The
Varieties of History, edited by Fritz Stern), “the historian
must put himself at a point in the past at which the
known factors still seem to permit different outcomes. If
he speaks of Salamis, then it must be as if the Persians
might still win.” In Historical Inevitability, Isaiah Berlin
gave a further and even more familiar reason for adopt-
ing the standpoint of “agency.” “If determinism were true,
...” he wrote, “the notion of human responsibility, as
ordinarily understood, would no longer apply” For an
ascription of responsibility requires the assumption that
the agent was “in control,” that he could have acted oth-
erwise than he did. Historical accounts, in other words,
like the moralistic ones plain men ordinarily give of their
own and others’ actions, presuppose “freedom of the
will” And this is held to be incompatible with the
assumption of determinism.

Few philosophical problems have been discussed as
exhaustively (or as inconclusively) as the problem of free-
dom of the will, and it is quite impossible in this context
to do justice to the subtleties involved. There are, how-
ever, two chief ways of handling the present objection.
Historical determinists can try to explain away the prob-
lem of freedom by arguing that, although moralistic
accounts properly regard historical agents as free, the
sense in which they must do so is quite compatible with
the deterministic assumption. Libertarians, correspond-
ingly, can try to give an account of historic causation that
does not rule out an action’s being both caused and unde-
termined. For historians, either of these ways out of the
difficulty would presumably be more acceptable than the
outright denial of the legitimacy of either moral appraisal
or causal explanation in historical accounts. For, with no
obvious sign of strain, historians generally offer both.

The determinist case often turns on the contention
that the sense of freedom involved in attributing respon-
sibility to a moral agent is not the “could have done oth-
erwise” of absolute indeterminism; that sense implies
only that the agent would have done otherwise if certain
antecedents—his circumstances or his character, for
example—had been a little different. Indeed, it is often
argued that the test of whether the agent is really “in con-
trol,” and hence responsible, is whether he acts differently
on another occasion when the conditions have been

changed—say, by his having been praised or blamed,
rewarded or punished. It is therefore not the agent’s free-
dom in the sense of his action’s being uncaused that is at
stake. The determinist, in arguing this way, conceives
himself, furthermore, as accepting, not rejecting, the
notion that the moral categories the historian uses are
those of the plain man. What is denied is that the “ordi-
nary” sense of “free” is the unconditional “freedom of the
will” of the metaphysicians. As for Huizinga’s claim that
the historian must think of the agent’s problem as if there
were real possibilities open to him, this would be
regarded as a purely methodological point. What is
brought out thereby is the applicability to actions of a
concept of understanding that requires us, quite properly,
to view them in relation to what the agents thought about
their situations, including any illusions they may have
had about them.

Many libertarians might accept the latter contention.
But most would surely repudiate the claim that responsi-
bility requires freedom only in a sense compatible with
determinism. To ascribe responsibility to a person whose
actions necessarily follow from antecedent events, Berlin
declared, is “stupid and cruel,” and he meant rationally
incoherent, not just foolish. In a sense alleged to be cen-
tral to our notion of responsibility, such a person could
not have done otherwise. Must a libertarian who takes
such a stand, then, abandon the possibility of explaining
actions causally? Some, at least, would say, No, provided
we recognize that the term cause, when applied to human
actions, bears a special sense. Thus, according to R. G.
Collingwood, the causes (in a distinctively historical
sense) of “the free and deliberate act of a conscious and
responsible agent” are to be sought in the agent’s
“thought” about his situation, his reasons for deciding to
act (Essay on Metaphysics). What a libertarian will deny is
that any combination of such “rational” causes that
excludes the agent’s decision to act—since the latter falls
into the historian’s explanandum, not his explanans—is a
sufficient condition of his action. Such causes become
“effective,” it might be said, only through an agent’s
deciding to act upon them. Yet when he does so, reference
to them as his “reasons” will explain what he did in the
sense of making it understandable. What such reference
will not and need not do is explain his action in the sense
of showing its performance to be deducible from suffi-
cient antecedent conditions.

It is generally agreed that the conflict between histor-
ical determinists and indeterminists cannot be resolved
by the offering of proofs or disproofs. Modern scientific
determinists, in any case, seldom state their position dog-
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matically. According to Nagel, for example, all that can be
claimed is that the principle of determinism has “regula-
tive” status as a presupposition of the possibility of scien-
tific inquiry—a principle that must therefore govern the
scientific study of history as well. What is particularly
interesting about theories of rational causation is the
conceptual foundation they offer for denying that the
principle of determinism is a necessary presupposition
even of seeking explanations when the subject matter is
human action: they show at least the conceivability of
explanatory inquiry on libertarian principles. It must be
conceded, however, that few contemporary philosophers
regard indeterminism as an acceptable assumption to
carry into historical or social investigation.

See also Berlin, Isaiah; Bodin, Jean; Bossuet, Jacques
Bénigne; Buckle, Henry Thomas; Carlyle, Thomas;
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DEUSSEN, PAUL
(1845-1919)

Paul Deussen, the German philologist and philosopher,
was the son of a Protestant clergyman in the village of
Oberdreis in the Westerwald. He received a thorough
classical training in the old secondary school of Pforta,
where he developed a close friendship with Friedrich
Nietzsche. Both Deussen and Nietzsche enrolled in the
theological faculty at the University of Bonn, but Niet-
zsche soon shifted to classical philology and followed his
teacher Ritschl to Leipzig. Deussen remained in Bonn for
four semesters, then also shifted to classical philology and
earned his doctorate at Berlin in 1869 with a dissertation
on Plato’s Sophist. After a brief period of teaching in sec-
ondary schools, he became the tutor for a Russian family
in Geneva in 1872. There he intensified his study of San-
skrit, began a study of the Indian philosophical classics,
and became an enthusiastic follower and interpreter of
Arthur Schopenhauer (after having long resisted Niet-
zsche’s enthusiastic endorsements). In 1881 he qualified
to lecture in Berlin under Eduard Zeller on the basis of
his work The System of the Vedanta, and became an
extraordinary professor in 1887. Appointed full professor
in Kiel in 1889, he retained this post until his retirement.

Deussen’s major work, on which he labored for more
than twenty years, was the Universal History of Philosophy,
consisting of two large volumes in six parts. The first vol-
ume was devoted to Indian thought and the second to the
thought of the West from the Greeks to Schopenhauer,
with a section on the philosophy of the Bible.

For Deussen the history of philosophy was a disci-
pline indispensable not only for the understanding of life
but for its religious interpretation as well. Its task was to
strip off the “mythical vestments” or “hulls” of the various
philosophical and religious systems in order to discover
the single unified truth that all share.

This unified, permanent truth was made clear in the
philosophy of Immanuel Kant as completed by Schopen-
hauer, but it also embraced insights from the Vedanta,
Plato’s doctrine of Ideas, and Christian theology.
Schopenhauer, Deussen said, had “freed the essentials of
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Kant from the weight of traditional misunderstanding”
and offered “the completion of a unified doctrine which
is grounded in experience, internally coherent in its
metaphysics, and which appears, in its practical part, as a
Christianity renewed throughout its whole depth on sci-
entific foundations, and which will become, and for the
predictable future remain, the foundation of all human
scientific and religious thought” (Geschichte der Philoso-
phie, Vol. 1, Part 1, p. 22). Rightly understood, Schopen-
hauer was the philosophus Christianissimus (the most
Christian philosopher). The affirmation of the will to live
is the egoism of our natural existence; its denial is “disin-
terested righteousness, the love of man, and the willing-
ness to sacrifice for great causes—all great, heroic,
overindividual striving and creating” (Erinnerungen an
Friedrich Nietzsche, p. 105). But the divine, in this syn-
thetic conception, cannot be understood theistically. The
highest Being is beyond all personality, and all will even-
tually confess, “I believe in one living, but not one per-
sonal God.”

Deussen was one of the early interpreters of Jakob
Boehme (1897). He edited a critical edition of Schopen-
hauer in fourteen volumes (Munich, 1911), and he
founded the Schopenhauer Society and edited its year-
book from 1912 until his death.

See also Boehme, Jakob; Continental Philosophy; History
and Historiography of Philosophy; Indian Philosophy;
Kant, Immanuel; Nietzsche, Friedrich; Plato; Schopen-
hauer, Arthur.
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DEUSTUA, ALEJANDRO O.

(1849-1945)

Alejandro O. Deustua, the Peruvian educator, aestheti-
cian, and philosopher, was born in Huancayo. He was a
professor at the University of San Marcos, rector of the
University, and director of the National Library in Lima.
Deustua contributed greatly to the development of Peru-
vian education at all levels. His philosophical writing was
done at an advanced age. It reflected the influence of K. C.
F. Krause and Henri Bergson.

Running through the thought of Deustua are the
polar ideas of liberty and order. Their interplay extends to
a philosophy of civilization, but it is most clear in his
major interest, aesthetics. It may be introduced through
his definitions of beauty and art. Beauty is “a conciliation
of liberty and nature, through the mediation of an ideal
order created by the imagination.” Since an internal
image is not sufficient, external forms are created by art,
which is the “graceful expression of the conciliation
between nature and liberty, a conciliation imagined by
the artist and translated by means of adequate or expres-
sive forms.”

The element of nature is furnished by human sensi-
bility, including sensation and emotion. Liberty is found
in absence of resistance, which in turn allows develop-
ment from within to take place. It belongs to spirit and is
paramount in that function of spirit called imagination,
which is defined not as imaginal but as creative. Liberty is
manifest only in an order, and it is fully realized only in
an order entirely of its own making, an artistic order or
harmony. This order is created by the imagination, using
sensuous elements and acting in close relation with emo-
tion. Harmony is a unity in variety: aesthetic pleasure is
opposed to monotony and to excessive complexity. Types
of harmony are symmetry and rhythm. Related to these
are an outward order of parts and whole in space, charac-
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teristic of classical art, and an inward order of causes or
purposes in time, characteristic of romantic art. When
liberty is realized in order, the result is grace.

In addition to beauty there are several other types of
value, to all of which imagination can contribute in one
degree or another. These values may in turn contribute to
the aesthetic experience, but they fall below beauty in
freedom. Logical truth is characterized by demonstrative
necessity. Economic value is subject to the imperative of
desire, in contrast to the disinterestedness of aesthetic
experience. Although moral value presupposes a free
agent, it requires that the will submit to duty and law.
Religious revelation and myth are aesthetic in nature; but
they demand submission to the divine will. Only in the
aesthetic sphere is liberty sovereign, unbound by orders
or norms external to it. For this reason, aesthetic value is
“the value of values.”

See also Aesthetics, History of; Beauty; Bergson, Henri;
Imagination; Krause, Karl Christian Friedrich; Latin
American Philosophy; Liberty.
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DEWEY, JOHN

(1859-1952)

The American philosopher, educator, and social critic
John Dewey was born in Burlington, Vermont. A shy
youth, he enjoyed reading books and was a good but not
a brilliant student. He entered the University of Vermont
in 1875, and although his interest in philosophy and
social thought was awakened during his last two years
there, he was uncertain about his future career. He taught
classics, science, and algebra at a high school in Oil City,
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Pennsylvania, from 1879 to 1881 and then returned to
Burlington, where he continued to teach. He also
arranged for private tutorials in philosophy with his for-
mer teacher, H. A. P. Torrey. Encouraged by Torrey and W.
T. Harris, the editor of the Journal of Speculative Philoso-
phy who accepted Dewey’s first two philosophical articles,
Dewey applied for the graduate program at the newly
organized Johns Hopkins University. He was twice
refused fellowship aid, but he borrowed $500 from an
aunt to begin his professional philosophical career.

The external events of Dewey’s Vermont years were
relatively unexciting, and there is very little to indicate
that he would become America’s most influential
philosopher and educator as well as one of the most out-
spoken champions of social reform. Yet the New England
way of life left a deep imprint on the man and his
thought. His modesty, forthrightness, doggedness, deep
faith in the workings of the democratic process, and
respect for his fellow man are evidenced in almost every-
thing that he did and wrote.

Under the imaginative guidance of Daniel Gilman,
the first president of Johns Hopkins, the university had
become one of the most exciting centers for intellectual
and scholarly activity. Dewey studied with C. S. Peirce,
who taught logic, and with G. S. Hall, one of the first
experimental psychologists in America. The greatest ini-
tial influence on Dewey, however, was G. S. Morris, whose
philosophical outlook had been shaped by G. W. F. Hegel
and the idealism so much in vogue on the Continent and
in England.

Dewey was an eager participant in the controversies
stirred up by Hegelianism. He dated his earliest interest in
philosophy to a course in physiology that he took during
his junior year at the University of Vermont, where he
read T. H. Huxley’s text on physiology. Dewey discovered
the concept of the organic and developed a sense of the
interdependence and interrelated unity of all things. He
tells us that subconsciously he desired a world and a life
that would have the same properties as had the human
organism that Huxley described. In Hegel and the ideal-
ists, Dewey discovered the most profound philosophical
expression of this emotional and intellectual craving.
From this organic perspective, which emphasized process
and change, all distinctions are functional and relative to
a developing unified whole. The organic perspective
could be used to oppose the static and the fixed and to
break down the hard and fast dichotomies and dualisms
that had plagued philosophy.

Dewey’s writings during his Hegelian period are
infused with an evangelical spirit and are as enthusiastic
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as they are vague. Whatever issue Dewey considered, he
was convinced that once viewed from the perspective of
the organic, old problems would dissolve and new
insights would emerge. Long after Dewey had drifted
away from his early Hegelianism, his outlook was shaped
by his intellectual bias for a philosophy based on change,
process, and dynamic, organic interaction.

After completing his doctoral studies at Johns Hop-
kins with a dissertation on the psychology of Immanuel
Kant, Dewey joined Morris at the University of Michigan
in 1884. He remained there for the next ten years, with
the exception of one year (1888) when he was a visiting
professor at the University of Minnesota. At Michigan,
Dewey worked with G. H. Mead, who later joined Dewey
at Chicago. During his years at Michigan, Dewey became
dissatisfied with pure speculation and sought ways to
make philosophy directly relevant to the practical affairs
of men. His political, economic, and social views became
increasingly radical. He agreed to edit a new weekly with
a socialist orientation, to be called Thought News, but it
never reached publication. Dewey also became directly
involved with public education in Michigan. His scientific
interests, especially in the field of psychology, gradually
overshadowed his interest in pure speculation. He pub-
lished several books on theoretical and applied psychol-
ogy, including Psychology (New York, 1887; 3rd rev. ed.,
1891), Applied Psychology (Boston, 1889), and The Psy-
chology of Number and Its Applications to Methods of
Teaching Arithmetic (New York, 1895). The latter two
books were written with J. A. McLellan.

Dewey’s appointment in 1894 as chairman of the
department of philosophy, psychology, and education at
the University of Chicago provided an ideal opportunity
for consolidating his diverse interests. In addition to his
academic responsibilities, Dewey actively participated in
the life of Hull House, founded by Jane Addams, where he
had an opportunity to become directly acquainted with
the social and economic problems brought about by
urbanization, rapid technological advance, and the influx
of immigrant populations. Dewey mixed with workers,
union organizers, and political radicals of all sorts. At the
university, Dewey assembled a group of sympathetic col-
leagues who worked closely together. Collectively they
published the results of their research in a volume of the
Decennial Publications of the University of Chicago titled
Studies in Logical Theory (Chicago, 1903). William James,
to whom the book was dedicated, rightly predicted that
the ideas developed in the Studies would dominate the
American philosophical scene for the next twenty-five
years.

Shortly after Dewey arrived in Chicago, he helped
found the famous laboratory school, commonly known
as the Dewey School, which served as a laboratory for
testing and developing his psychological and pedagogic
hypotheses. Some of Dewey’s earliest and most important
books on education were based on lectures delivered at
the school: The School and Society (Chicago, 1900) and
The Child and the Curriculum (Chicago, 1902). When
Dewey left Chicago for Columbia in 1904 because of
increasing friction with the university administration
concerning the laboratory school, he had already
acquired a national reputation for his philosophical ideas
and educational theories. The move to Columbia, where
he remained until his retirement in 1930, provided a fur-
ther opportunity for development, and Dewey soon
gained international prominence. Through the Columbia
Teachers College, which was a training center for teachers
from many countries, Dewey’s educational philosophy
spread throughout the world.

At the time that Dewey joined the Columbia faculty,
the Journal of Philosophy was founded by F. J. E. Wood-
bridge, and it became a forum for the discussion and
defense of Dewey’s ideas. There is scarcely a volume from
the time of its founding until Dewey’s death that does not
contain an article either by Dewey or about his philoso-
phy. As the journalistic center of the country, New York
also provided Dewey with an opportunity to express him-
self on pressing political and social issues. He became a
regular contributor to the New Republic. A selection of
Dewey’s popular essays is collected in Characters and
Events, 2 vols. (New York, 1929).

Wherever Dewey lectured he had an enormous influ-
ence. From 1919 to 1921, he lectured at Tokyo, Beijing,
and Nanjing, and his most popular book, Reconstruction
in Philosophy (New York, 1920), is based on his lectures at
the Imperial University of Japan. He also conducted edu-
cational surveys of Turkey, Mexico, and Russia. Although
he retired from Columbia in 1930, he remained active
and wrote prolifically until his death. In 1937, when
Dewey was seventy-eight, he traveled to Mexico to head
the commission investigating the charges made against
Leon Trotsky, during the Moscow trials. After a careful
investigation, the commission published its report, Not
Guilty (New York, 1937). In 1941 Dewey championed the
cause of academic freedom when Bertrand Russell—his
arch philosophical adversary—had been denied permis-
sion to teach at the City College of New York, Dewey col-
laborated in editing a book of essays protesting the
decision.
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Although constantly concerned with social and
political issues, Dewey continued to work on his more
technical philosophical studies. M. H. Thomas’s bibliog-
raphy of his writings comprises more than 150 pages.
Dewey’s influence extended not only to his colleagues but
to leaders in almost every field. The wide effects of his
teaching did not depend upon the superficial aspects of
its presentation, for Dewey was not a brilliant lecturer or
essayist, although he could be extremely eloquent. His
writings are frequently turgid, obscure, and lacking in
stylistic brilliance. But more than any other American of
his time, Dewey expressed the deepest hopes and aspira-
tions of his fellow man. Whether dealing with a technical
philosophical issue or with some concrete injustice, he
displayed a rare combination of acuteness, good sense,
imagination, and wit.

EXPERIENCE AND NATURE

The key concept in Dewey’s philosophy is experience.
Although there is a development from an idealistic to a
naturalistic analysis of experience and different emphases
in his many discussions of the concept, a nevertheless
coherent view of experience does emerge. In his early
philosophy Dewey was sympathetic to the theory of expe-
rience developed by the Hegelians and the nineteenth-
century idealists. He thought of experience as a single,
dynamic, unified whole in which everything is ultimately
interrelated. There are no rigid dichotomies or breaks in
experience and nature. All distinctions are functional and
play a role in a complex organic system. Dewey also
shared the idealists’ antipathy to the atomist and subjec-
tivist tendencies in the concept of experience elaborated
by the British empiricists. But as Dewey drifted away
from his early Hegelian orientation he indicated three
major respects in which he rejected the idealistic concept
of experience.

First, he charged that the idealists, in their preoccu-
pation with knowledge and knowing, distorted the char-
acter of experience. Idealists, Dewey claimed, neglected
the noncognitive and nonreflective experiences of doing,
suffering, and enjoying that set the context for all know-
ing and inquiry. Philosophy, especially modern philoso-
phy, had been so concerned with epistemological issues
that it mistook all experience as a form of knowing. Such
bias inevitably distorts the character of both man’s expe-
rience and his knowing. Man is primarily a being who
acts, suffers, and enjoys. Most of his life consists of expe-
riences that are not primarily reflective. If we are to
understand the nature of thought, reflection, inquiry, and
their role in human life, we must appreciate their emer-
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gence from, and conditioning by, the context of nonre-
flective experience. There is more to experience, Dewey
believed, than is to be found in the writings of the ideal-
ists and, indeed, in the writings of most epistemologists.

The second major departure from his early idealism
is to be found in Dewey’s rejection of the idea of a single
unified whole in which everything is ultimately interre-
lated. In this respect, he displayed an increasing sympathy
with the pluralism of the British empiricists. He insisted
that life consists of a series of overlapping and interpene-
trating experiences, situations, or contexts, each of which
has its internal qualitative integrity. The individual expe-
rience is the primary unit of life.

The third shift is reflected in Dewey’s increasingly
naturalistic bias. The Hegelians and the nineteenth-cen-
tury idealists did have important insights into the organic
nature of experience, but they had overgeneralized them
into a false cosmic projection. Dewey discovered in the
new developing human sciences, especially in what he
called the anthropological-biological orientation, a more
careful, detailed, scientific articulation of the organic
character of experience.

Dewey thought of himself as part of a general move-
ment that was developing a new empiricism based on a
new concept of experience, one that combined the strong
naturalistic bias of the Greek philosophers with a sensi-
tive appreciation for experimental method as practiced
by the sciences. He was sympathetic with what he took to
be the Greek view of experience, which considers it as
consisting of a fund of social knowledge and skills and as
being the means by which man comes into direct contact
with a qualitatively rich and variegated nature. But
Dewey was just as forceful in pointing out that this view
of experience had to be reconstructed in light of the
experimental method of the sciences. One of his earliest
and clearest discussions of the nature of experience as an
organic coordination is to be found in “The Reflex Arc
Concept in Psychology” (Psychological Review, Vol. 3,
1896).

Dewey’s interest in developing a new theory of expe-
rience led many critics to question the exact status of
experience within nature, and some objectors charged
him with excessive anthropomorphism. Sensitive to this
type of criticism, Dewey, particularly in Experience and
Nature (Chicago, 1925; 2nd ed., New York, 1929),
attempted to deal with this criticism and to sketch a
metaphysics, “the descriptive study of the generic traits of
existence.”
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Nature, according to Dewey, consists of a variety of
transactions that can be grouped into three evolutionary
plateaus, or levels. Transaction is the technical term that
Dewey used to designate the type of action in which the
components and elements involved in the action both
condition and are conditioned by the entire coordina-
tion. The elements of a transaction play a functional role
in the developing coordination. The three plateaus of nat-
ural transactions are the physicochemical, the psy-
chophysical, and the level of human experience. There are
no sharp breaks or discontinuities within nature. But
there are distinctive characteristics of the different levels
of natural transactions that are reflected in their patterns
of behavior and in their consequences. From this per-
spective, human experience consists of one type of natu-
ral transaction, a type that has been the latest to evolve.
The distinguishing characteristics of this level of natural
transaction are to be located in the type of language,
communication, and social living that humans have
developed. Experience is all-inclusive in the sense that
man is involved in continuous transactions with the
whole of nature, and through systematic inquiry he can
come to understand the essential characteristics of
nature. Some of the more specific areas of Dewey’s phi-
losophy can be investigated against this panoramic view
of experience and nature.

ART AND EXPERIENCE

The ideas contained in Dewey’s Art as Experience (New
York, 1934) provided a surprise for many readers. Popu-
lar versions of his philosophy had so exaggerated the role
of the practical and the instrumental that art and aes-
thetic experience seemed to have no place in his philo-
sophical outlook. More perceptive commentators realized
that Dewey was making explicit a dimension of his view
of experience that had always been implicit and essential
to an understanding of his philosophy. The meaning and
role of art and aesthetic quality are crucial for under-
standing Dewey’s views on logic, education, democracy,
ethics, social philosophy, and even technology.

Dewey had persistently claimed that knowing, or
more specifically, inquiry, is an art requiring active exper-
imental manipulation and testing. Knowing does not
consist of the contemplation of eternal forms, essences, or
universals. Dewey argued that the “spectator theory of
knowledge,” which had plagued philosophy from its
beginnings, is mistaken. He also objected to the sharp
division between the theoretical sciences and the practi-
cal arts that had its explicit source in Aristotle and had
influenced so much later philosophy. Dewey maintained

that Aristotle’s analysis of the practical disciplines is more
fruitful for developing an adequate theory of inquiry than
is his description of the theoretical sciences of knowing.
Not only is inquiry an art, but all life is, or can be, artis-
tic. The so-called fine arts differ in degree, not in kind,
from the rest of life.

Dewey also gave a prominent place to what he called
immediacy, pervasive quality, or aesthetic quality. This
immediacy is not restricted to a special type of experience
but is a distinctive feature of anything that is properly
called “an experience.” The primary unit of life, we have
mentioned, is an experience, a natural transaction of act-
ing, suffering, enjoying, knowing. It has both temporal
development and spatial dimension and can undergo
internal change and reconstruction.

But what is it that enables us to speak of an individ-
ual experience? Or, by virtue of what does an experience,
situation, or context have a unity that enables us to dis-
tinguish it from other experiences? Dewey’s answer is that
everything that is an experience has immediacy or perva-
sive quality that binds together the complex constituents
of the experience. This immediacy or pervasive quality
can be directly felt or had. But this qualitative dimension
of experience is not to be confused with a subjective feel-
ing that is somehow locked up in the mind of the experi-
encer. Nor is it to be thought of as something that exists
independently of any experiencer. These qualities that
pervade natural transactions are properly predicated of
the experience or situation as a whole. Within an experi-
ential transaction we can institute distinctions between
what is subjective and what is objective. But such distinc-
tions are relative to, and dependent on, the context in
which they are made. An experience or a situation is a
whole in virtue of its immediate pervasive qualities, and
each occurrence of these qualities is unique. As examples
of such pervasive qualities, Dewey mentions the qualities
of distress or cheer that mark existent situations, qualities
that are unique in their occurrence and inexpressible in
words but capable of being directly experienced. Thus,
when one directly experiences a frightening situation, it is
the situation that is frightening and not merely the expe-
rience.

These pervasive, or “tertiary, qualities are what
Dewey calls aesthetic qualities. Aesthetic quality is thus an
essential characteristic of all experiences. Within an expe-
rience, the pervasive quality can guide the development
of the experience, and it can also be transformed and
enriched as the experience is reconstructed. Aesthetic
quality can be funded with new meaning, ideas, and emo-
tions. A situation that is originally indeterminate, slack,
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or inchoate can be transformed into one that is determi-
nate, harmonious, and funded with meaning; this type of
reconstructed experience Dewey called a consummation.
Such experiences are reconstructed by the use of intelli-
gence. For example, when one is confronted with a spe-
cific problematic situation that demands resolution, one
can reconstruct the situation by locating its problematic
features and initiating a course of action that will resolve
the situation. Consummations are characteristic of the
most mundane practical tasks as well as the most specu-
lative inquiries. The enemies of the aesthetic, Dewey
claimed, are not the practical or the intellectual but the
diffuse and slack at one extreme and the excessively rigid
and fixed at the other. The type of experience that
philosophers normally single out as aesthetic is a height-
ened consummation in which aesthetic qualities domi-
nate.

Dewey viewed human life as a rhythmic movement
from experiences qualified by conflict, doubt, and inde-
terminateness toward experiences qualified by their
integrity, harmony, and funded aesthetic quality. We are
constantly confronted with problematic and indetermi-
nate situations, and insofar as we use our intelligence to
reconstruct these situations successfully we achieve con-
summations. He was concerned both with delineating the
methods by which we could most intelligently resolve the
conflicting situations in which we inevitably find our-
selves and with advocating the social reforms required so
that life for all men would become funded with enriched
meaning and increased aesthetic quality.

LOGIC AND INQUIRY

Early in his career, Dewey started developing a new the-
ory of inquiry, which he called instrumental or experi-
mental logic. Dewey claimed that philosophers had lost
touch with the actual methods of inquiry practiced by the
experimental sciences. The function of instrumental logic
is to study the methods by which we most successfully
gain and warrant our knowledge. On the basis of this
investigation, instrumental logic could specify regulative
principles for the conduct of further inquiry.

The central themes of Dewey’s conception of logic
were outlined in Studies in Logical Theory (Chicago,
1903), applied to education in How We Think (Boston,
1910), and further refined in Essays in Experimental Logic
(Chicago, 1916). Dewey also wrote numerous articles on
various aspects of logic, but his most systematic and
detailed presentation is in Logic: The Theory of Inquiry
(New York, 1938), in which he defines inquiry as “the con-
trolled or directed transformation of an indeterminate situ-
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ation into one that is so determinate in its constituent dis-
tinctions and relations as to convert the elements of the orig-
inal situation into a unified whole” (p. 104). By itself, this
definition is not sufficient to grasp what Dewey intends.
But his meaning can be understood when the definition
is interpreted against the background of what we have
said about the individual experience or situation and the
way in which it is pervaded by a unifying quality.

We find ourselves in situations that are qualified by
their indeterminateness or internal conflict. From the
perspective of the experiencer or inquirer, we can say that
he experiences a “felt difficulty” This is the antecedent
condition of inquiry. Insofar as the situation demands
some resolution, we must attempt to articulate the prob-
lem or problems that are to be solved. Formulating the
problems may be a process of successive refinement in the
course of the inquiry. The next logical stage is that of sug-
gestion or hypothesis, in which we imaginatively formu-
late various relevant hypotheses for solving the problem.
In some complex inquiries we may have to engage in
hypothetico-deductive reasoning in order to refine our
hypotheses and to ascertain the logical consequences of
the hypothesis or set of hypotheses. Finally, there is the
stage of experimental testing in which we seek to confirm
or disconfirm the suggested hypotheses. If our inquiry is
successful, the original indeterminate situation is trans-
formed into a unified whole. Knowledge may be defined
as the objective of inquiry. Knowledge is that which is
warranted by the careful use of the norms and methods
of inquiry. When “knowledge” is taken as an abstract term
related to inquiry in the abstract, it means warranted
assertibility. Furthermore, the knowledge gained in a spe-
cific inquiry is funded in our experience and serves as the
background for further inquiry. By reflecting on this gen-
eral pattern of inquiry, which can be exhibited in com-
monsense inquiry as well as the most advanced scientific
inquiry, we can bring into focus the distinctive features of
Dewey’s logic.

First, this pattern of inquiry is intended to be a gen-
eral schema for all inquiry. But the specific procedures,
testing methods, type of evidence, and so on, will vary
with different types of inquiry and different kinds of sub-
ject matter. Second, a specific inquiry cannot be com-
pletely isolated from the context of other inquiries. The
rules, procedures, and evidence required for the conduct
of any inquiry are derived from other successful inquiries.
By studying the types of inquiry that have been most suc-
cessful in achieving warranted conclusions, we can
abstract norms, rules, and procedures for directing fur-
ther inquiry. These norms may themselves be modified in
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the course of further inquiry. Third, all inquiry presup-
poses a social or public context that is the medium for
funding the warranted conclusions and norms for further
inquiry. In this respect, Dewey agrees with Peirce’s
emphasis on the community of inquirers. Inquiry both
requires such a community and helps to further the
development of this community. Dewey attempted to
relate this idea of a community of inquirers to his view of
democracy. The essential principle of democracy is that
of community; an effective democracy requires the exis-
tence of a community of free, courageous, and open-
minded inquirers. Fourth, inquiry is essentially a
self-corrective process. To conduct a specific inquiry,
some knowledge claims, norms, and rules must be taken
as fixed, but no knowledge claim, norm, or rule is
absolutely fixed; it may be criticized, revised, or aban-
doned in light of subsequent inquiry and experience.

Dewey’s theory of inquiry as an ongoing self-correc-
tive process and his view of knowledge as that which is
warranted through inquiry both differ radically from
many traditional theories of inquiry and knowledge.
Dewey thought of this theory as an alternative to the
views of those philosophers who have claimed that there
is an epistemological given that is indubitable and known
with certainty. According to this epistemological model,
some truths are considered to be absolutely certain, indu-
bitable, or incorrigible. They may be considered self-evi-
dent, known by rational insight, or directly grasped by the
senses. On the basis of this foundation, we then construct
the rest of our knowledge. From Dewey’s perspective, this
general model that has informed many classical theories
of knowledge is confused and mistaken. There are no
absolute first truths that are given or known with cer-
tainty. Furthermore, knowledge neither has nor requires
such a foundation in order to be rational. Inquiry and its
objective, knowledge, are rational because inquiry is a
self-corrective process by which we gradually become
clearer about the epistemological status of both our start-
ing points and conclusions. We must continually submit
our knowledge claims to the public test of a community
of inquirers in order to clarify, refine, and justify them.

DEMOCRACY AND EDUCATION

Dewey is probably best known for his philosophy of edu-
cation. This is not a special branch of his philosophy,
however, for he claimed that all philosophy can be con-
ceived of as the philosophy of education. And it is cer-
tainly true that all the concepts we have discussed inform
his thinking about education. He returned again and
again to the subject of education, but the essential ele-

ments of his position can be found in My Pedagogic Creed
(New York, 1897), The School and Society (Chicago,
1900), The Child and the Curriculum (Chicago, 1902),
and especially in his comprehensive statement in Dermoc-
racy and Education (New York, 1916).

It is essential to appreciate the dialectical context in
which Dewey developed his educational ideas. He was
critical of the excessively rigid and formal approach to
education that dominated the practice of most American
schools in the latter part of the nineteenth century. He
argued that such an approach was based upon a faulty
psychology in which the child was thought of as a passive
creature upon whom information and knowledge had to
be imposed. But Dewey was equally critical of the “new
education,” which was based on a sentimental idealiza-
tion of the child. This child-oriented approach advocated
that the child himself should pick and choose what he
wanted to study. It also was based on a mistaken psychol-
ogy, which neglected the immaturity of the child’s expe-
rience. Education is, or ought to be, a continuous
reconstruction of experience in which there is a develop-
ment of immature experience toward experience funded
with the skills and habits of intelligence. The slogan
“Learn by Doing” was not intended as a credo for anti-
intellectualism but, on the contrary, was meant to call
attention to the fact that the child is naturally an active,
curious, and exploring creature. A properly designed edu-
cation must be sensitive to this active dimension of life
and must guide the child, so that through his participa-
tion in different types of experience his creativity and
autonomy will be cultivated rather than stifled.

The child is not completely malleable, nor is his nat-
ural endowment completely fixed and determinate. Like
Aristotle, Dewey believed that the function of education
is to encourage those habits and dispositions that consti-
tute intelligence. Dewey placed great stress on creating
the proper type of environmental conditions for eliciting
and nurturing these habits. His conception of the educa-
tional process is therefore closely tied to the prominent
role that he assigned to habit in human life. (For a
detailed statement of the nature and function of habit, see
Human Nature and Conduct, New York, 1922.) Education
as the continuous reconstruction and growth of experi-
ence also develops the moral character of the child. Virtue
is taught not by imposing values upon the child but by
cultivating fair-mindedness, objectivity, imagination,
openness to new experiences, and the courage to change
one’s mind in the light of further experience.

Dewey also thought of the school as a miniature
society; it should not simply mirror the larger society but
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should be representative of the essential institutions of
this society. The school as an ideal society is the chief
means for social reform. In the controlled social environ-
ment of the school it is possible to encourage the devel-
opment of creative individuals who will be able to work
effectively to eliminate existing evils and institute reason-
able goods. The school, therefore, is the medium for
developing the set of habits required for systematic and
open inquiry and for reconstructing experience that is
funded with greater harmony and aesthetic quality.

Dewey perceived acutely the threat posed by
unplanned technological, economic, and political devel-
opment to the future of democracy. The natural direction
of these forces is to increase human alienation and to
undermine the shared experience that is so vital for the
democratic community. For this reason, Dewey placed so
much importance on the function of the school in the
democratic community. The school is the most impor-
tant medium for strengthening and developing a genuine
democratic community, and the task of democracy is for-
ever the creation of a freer and more humane experience
in which all share and participate.

ETHICS AND SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY

In order to understand Dewey’s moral philosophy, we
must again focus on his concept of the situation. Man is
a creature who by nature has values. There are things,
states of affairs, and activities that he directly enjoys,
prizes, or values. Moral choices and decisions arise only
in those situations in which there are competing desires
or a conflict of values. The problem that a man then con-
fronts is to decide what he really wants and what course
of action he ought to pursue. He cannot appeal to his
immediate values to resolve the situation; he must evalu-
ate or appraise the situation and the different courses of
action open to him. This process of deliberation that cul-
minates in a decision to act is what Dewey calls “valua-
tion.” But how do we engage in this process of valuation?
We must analyze the situation as carefully as we can,
imaginatively project possible courses of action, and
scrutinize the consequences of these actions. Those ends
or goods that we choose relative to a concrete situation
after careful deliberation are reasonable or desirable
goods. Our choices are reasonable to the extent that they
reflect our developed habits of intelligence. Choices will
be perverse or irrational if they are made on the basis of
prejudice and ignorance. Dewey is fully aware that there
are always practical limitations to our deliberations, but a
person trained to deliberate intelligently will be prepared
to act intelligently even in those situations that do not
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permit extended deliberation. When we confront new sit-
uations we must imagine and strive for new goals. As long
as there is human life, there will always be situations in
which there are internal conflicts that demand judgment,
decision, and action. In this sense, the moral life of man
is never completed, and the ends achieved become the
means for attaining further ends. But lest we think that
man is always striving for something that is to be
achieved in the remote future, or never, Dewey empha-
sized that there are consummations—experiences in
which the ends that we strive for are concretely realized.

It should be clear that such a view of man’s moral life
places a great deal of emphasis on intelligence. Dewey
readily admitted his “faith in the power of intelligence to
imagine a future which is a projection of the desirable in
the present, and to invent the instrumentalities of its real-
ization.” It should also be clear that ethics conceived of in
this manner blends into social philosophy. Valuation, like
all inquiry, presupposes a community of shared experi-
ence in which there are common norms and procedures,
and intelligent valuation is also a means for making such
a community a concrete reality. Here, too, ends and
norms are clarified, tested, and modified in light of the
cumulative experience of the community. Furthermore, it
is the objective of social philosophy to point the way to
the development of those conditions that will foster the
effective exercise of practical intelligence. The spirit that
pervades Dewey’s entire philosophy and finds its perfect
expression in his social philosophy is that of the reformer
or reconstructor, not the revolutionary. Dewey was always
skeptical of panaceas and grand solutions for eliminating
existing evils and injustices. But he firmly believed that
with a realistic scientific knowledge of existing conditions
and with a cultivated imagination, men could ameliorate
the human condition. To allow ourselves to drift in the
course of events or to fail to assume our responsibility for
continuous reconstruction of experience inevitably leads
to the dehumanization of man.

PHILOSOPHY AND CIVILIZATION

Dewey presented a comprehensive and synoptic image of
man and the universe. The entire universe consists of a
multifarious variety of natural transactions. Man is at
once continuous with the rest of nature and exhibits dis-
tinctive patterns of behavior that distinguish him from
the rest of nature. His experience is also pervaded with
qualities that are not reducible to less complex natural
transactions. Thus, Dewey attempted to place man within
the context of the whole of nature. In addition, Dewey
was sensitive to the varieties of human experience. He
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sought to delineate the distinctive features of different
aspects of experience, ranging from mundane practical
experience to the religious dimension of experience.
Within the tradition of philosophy Dewey may be char-
acterized as a robust naturalist or a humanistic naturalist.
His philosophy is both realistic and optimistic. There will
always be conflicts, problems, and competing values
within our experience, but with the continuous develop-
ment of “creative intelligence” men can strive for and
realize new ends and goals.

This synoptic view of man and the universe is closely
related to Dewey’s conception of the role of philosophy in
civilization. Philosophy is dependent on, but should
attempt to transcend, the specific culture from which it
emerges. The function of philosophy is to effect a junction
of the new and the old, to articulate the basic principles
and values of a culture, and to reconstruct these into a
more coherent and imaginative vision. Philosophy is
therefore essentially critical and, as such, will always have
work to do. For as the complex of traditions, values,
accomplishments, and aspirations that constitute a culture
changes, so must philosophy change. Indeed, in pointing
the way to new ideals and in showing how these may be
effectively realized, philosophy is one of the means for
changing a culture. Philosophy is continually faced with
the challenge of understanding the meaning of evolving
cultures and civilizations and of articulating 