428 MINDS, BODIES, AND PERSONS

3. Summa Theologica, First Part of the Second Part,
Question VI(“On the Voluntary and Involuntary”).
4, Jonathan Edwards, Freedom of the Will (New
Haven 1957); G. E. Moore, Ethics (Home Univer-
sity Library 1912), Chapter Six.
5. A.1. Melden, Free Action (London 1961), especially
Chapter Three. Mr. Melden’s own views, however,
are quite the contrary of those that are proposed
here.
6. Aristotle, Physics, Book III, Chapter 3; Suarez, Dis-
putations Metaphysicae, Disputation, 18, Section 10. 1.
7. Reid, Works, p. 524.
8. Essay concerning Human Understanding, Book 11, 2.
Chapter XXI.
9. Op. cit., p. 166.
10. Reid, Works, pp. 608, 612.

right.

STUDY QUESTIONS

human freedom?

he would have done otherwise”?

11. “Lettre a Mr. Coste de la Nécessité et de la Contin- 3. Chisholm’s solution to the problem relies on ¢
gence” (1707) in Opera Philosophica, ed. Erdmann, idea that a Auman can cause an event. Does t.hxs id
pp. 447-449. even make sense? How would you explain it

12, In the Preface to the Metaphysical Elements of
Ethics, in T, K. Abbott, ed., Kant’s Critique of Prac- 4.
tical Reason and Other Works on the Theory of Ethics
(London 1959), p. 303.

13. Cf. D. P. Henry, “Saint Anselm’s De ‘Gram- 5.
matico’,” Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. X (1960), pp.

deterministic and
human action?

The Powers of Rational Beings: Freedom of the Will
PETER VAN INWAGEN

Peter van Inwagen (1942— ) is professor of philosophy at University of Notre Dame and
has written many important works on metaphysics, free will, and philosophical theology.
His books include An Essay on Free Will, Material Beings, and God, Knowledge, and Mystery.

E now turn to another mystery, a mys-
tery about the powers of rational beings;
that is, a mystery about what human be-

From Metaphysics by Peter van Inwagen. Copyright © 2002
by Westview Press. Reprinted by permission of Westview
Press, a member of Perseus Books, L.L.C.

115-126. St. Anselm noted that (i) and (iii); respe
tively, may be thought of as forming the upper |
and the upper right corners of a square of oppg
tion, and (ii) and (iv) the lower left and the lowe;

According to Chisholm, what is the problem of

Why doesn’t Chisholm like the suggestion that *
could have done otherwise” means nothing mg
nor less than “if he had chosen to do otherwise, thes

someone who wasn’t familiar with the idea?
How is immanent causation a via media betwe
indeterministic accounts

How does Chisholm propose that we understand
the phrase “inclination without necessitation”?

ings are able to do. This mystery is the mystery
free will and determinism. The best way to-get an
intuitive grip on the problem of free will and deter:
minism is to think of time as a “garden of forking
paths.” That is, to think of the alternatives that one
considers when one is deciding what to do as being
parts of various “alternative futures” and to think ol
these alternative futures diagrammatically, in th

THE POWERS OF RATIONAL BEINGS: FREEDOM OF THE WILL 429

ay suggested by a path or a river or a road that lir-
rally forks:

1f Jane is trying to decide whether to tell all or to
continue her life of deception, she is in a situation
strongly analogous to that of someone who is hesi-
tating between forks in a road. That is why this sort
of diagram is so suggestive. Let us apply this idea to
the problem of free will and determinism.

To say that one has free will is to say that when
one decides among forks in the road of time (or,
more prosaically, when one decides what to do), one
s at least sometimes able to take more than one of
the forks. Thus, Jane, who is deciding between a
fork that leads to telling all and a fork that leads to a
life of continued deception, has free will (on this par-
ticular occasion) if she is able to tell all and is also
able to continue living a life of deception. One has
free will if sometimes more than one of the forks in
the road of time is “open” to one, One lacks free will
ifon every occasion on which one must make a deci-
sion only one of the forks before one—of course it
will be the fork one in fact takes—is open to one. If
John is locked in a room and doesn’t know that he is
locked in, and if he is in the process of deliberating
_ about whether to leave, one of the alternative futures
he is contemplating—Ileaving—is, in point of fact,
. notopen to him, and he thus lacks free will in the
_ matter of staying or leaving.!

It is a common opinion that free will is required
by morality. Let us examine this common opinion
_ from the perspective that is provided by looking at
_time as a garden of forking paths. While it is obvi-
_ously false—for about six independent reasons—
: that the whole of morality consists in making judg-
_ments of the form ‘You should not have done X’, we
can at least illustrate certain important features of
he relation between free will and morality by ex-
amining the relation between the concept of free
_ will and the content of such judgments. The judg-
ment that you shouldn’t have done X implies that
you should have done something else instead; that

you should have done something else instead implies
that there was something else for you to do; that
there was something else for you to do implies that
you could have done something else; that you could
have done something else implies that you have free
will. To make a moral judgment about one of your
acts is to evaluate your taking one of the forks in the
road of time, to characterize it as better or worse
than various of the other forks that were open to
you. (Note that if you have made a choice by taking
one of the forks in what is literally a road, no one
could blame you for taking the fork you did if all of
the other forks were blocked.) A moral evaluation of
what someone has done requires two or more alter-
native possibilities of action for that person just as
surely as a contest requires two or more contestants.

Let us now see what help the conception of time
as a garden of forking paths gives us in understand-
ing what is meant by determinism. Determinism is
the thesis that it is true at every moment that the way
things then are determines a unique future, that
only one of the alternative futures that may exist rel-
ative to a given moment is a physically possible con-
tinuation of the state of things at that moment. Or, if
you like, we may say that determinism is the thesis
that only one continuation of the state of things at a
given moment is consistent with the laws of nature.
(For it is the laws of nature that determine what is
physically possible. It is, for example, now physically
possible for you to be in Chicago at noon tomorrow
if and only if your being in Chicago at noon tomor-
row is consistent with both the present state of
things and the laws of nature.) Thus, according to
determinism, although it may often seem to us that
we confront a sheaf of possible futures (like this)

what we really confront is something like this




430 MINDS, BODIES, AND PERSONS THE POWERS OF RATIONAL BEINGS: FREEDOM OF THE WILL 431

This figure is almost shaped like a road that splits forking paths.” But even in a deterministic univerge apparent forks are merely apparent, illusions due to A modern compatibilist can be expected to reply

into four roads, but not quite: three of the four  time could look like a garden of forking paths, R, ourlimited knowledge of the causes of things—then  to the line of reasoning I have just presented in some 1

“branches” that lead away from the “fork” are not ~ member that our figure, when viewed from acregg _testoring the universe to some earlier condition is  such way as follows: |
|

like moving a traveler on a road without forks back
to an earlier point on that road. If there are no forks
“in_the road, then, obviously enough, the traveler
_must traverse the same path a second time.

It has seemed obvious to most people who have
not been exposed (perhaps ‘subjected” would be a
better word) to philosophy that free will and deter-
minism are incompatible. It is almost impossible to
get beginning students of philosophy to take seri-
ously the idea that there could be such a thing as free

connected with the original road, although they  the room, looked as if it had the shape of a road thye
come very close to it. (Thus they are not really  forked. We cannot see all, or even very many, of the
branches in the road, and the place at which they = causes that operate in any situation. It could be
almost touch the road is not really a fork.) If we  therefore, that the universe is deterministic, evey
were to view this figure from a distance—across the though it looks to our limited vision as if there were
room, say—it would seem to us to have the shape of ~ sometimes more than one possible future. It may
a road that forks, We have to look at it closely to see look to Jane as if she faces two possible futures, in one
that what appeared from a distance to be three  of which she tells all and in the other of which she
“branches” are not connected with the long line or  continues her life of deception. But it may well be
with one another. In the figure, the point at which  that the possibility of one or the other of these con.

Yes, a future, in order to be open to one, does need
to be physically possible. It can’t, for example, con-
tain faster-than-light travel if faster-than-light
travel is physically impossible. But we must distin-
guish between a future’s being physically possible
and its having a physically possible connection with
the present. A future is physically possible if every-
thing that happens in it is permitted by the laws of
nature. A future has a physically possible connec-
tion with the present if it could be ‘joined’ to the

the three unconnected lines almost touch the long  templated futures is mere appearance—an illusig will in a deterministic universe. Indeed, people who resent without anv violation of the | f nat
. ) . ) . . violation of the laws of nature.
line represents the present. The unconnected lines  in fact. It may be that, in reality, causes already at have not been exposed to philosophy usually under- b . 7
. } . , - \ o A physically possible future that does not have a
represent futures that are not physically possible  work in her brain and central nervous system and stand the word ‘determinism’ (if they know the hysically nossibl a ith th i
) . ) ) . ~ . . ally possible connection wi e present is
continuations of the present, and the part of the  immediate environment have already “ruled out? word at all) to stand for the thesis that there is no free phy y P p

will. And you might think that the incompatibility one that, given the present state of things, would

of free will and determinism deserves to seem obvi-
ous—because it is obvious. To say that we have free
will is to say that more than one future is sometimes
open to us. To affirm determinism is to say that
every future that confronts us but one is physically
impossible. And, surely, a physically impossible fu-
ture can’t be open to anyone, can it? If we know that
a “Star Trek” sort of future is physically impossible
(because, say, the “warp drives” and “transporter
beams” that figure essentially in such futures are
physically impossible), then we know that a “Star
Trek” future is not open to us or to our descendants, Two philosophical problems face the defenders

long line to the right of the “present” represents a  one or the other of these futures: it may be that one or

. . . ) . . . have to be ‘inaugurated’ by a miracle, an event that
future that is a physically possible continuation of  the other of them is such that it could not come to pas 5 y ,

the present. The gaps between the long line and  unless a physically impossible event, a miracle, were violated the laws of nature, butin which, thereafter,

the unconnected lines represent causal discontinu-  to happen in her brain or central nervous system
ities, violations of the laws of nature—in a word,  environment.
miracles. The reason these futures are not physically Ask yourself this question. What would happen
possible continuations of the present is that “get-  if some supernatural agency—God, say—were to
ting into” any of them from the present would  “roll history back” to some point in the past and then
require a miracle, The fact that the part of the long ~ “let things go forward again”? Suppose the agency
line that lies to the right of the “present” actually ~ were to cause things to be once more just as they
proceeds from that point represents the fact that this ~ were at high noon, Greenwich time, on 11 March
line-segment corresponds to a physically possible 1893 and were thereafter to let things go on of their
future. own accord. Would history literally repeat itself?

events proceeded in accordance with the laws. De-
terminism indeed says that of all the physically pos-
sible futures, one and only one has a physically pos-
sible connection with the present—one and only
one could be joined to the present without a viola-
tion of the laws of nature. My position is that some
futures that could not be joined to the present with-
out a violation of the laws of nature are, neverthe-
less, open to us.

This figure, then, represents four futures, threeof =~ Would there be two world wars, each the same in People who are convinced by this sort of reason-  of compatibilism. The easier is to provide a clear
which are physically impossible and exactly one of ~ every detail as the wars that occurred the “first time ing arc called incompatibilists: they hold that free  statement of which futures that do not have a physi-
which is physically possible. If these four futuresare ~ around”? Would a president of the United States will and determinism are incompatible. As I have  cally possible connection with the presentare “open”
the only futures that “follow” the present, then this  called ‘John F. Kennedy’ be assassinated in Dallas on hinted, however, many philosophers are compati-  to us. The more difficult is to make it seem at least
figure represents the way in which each moment of  the date that on the new reckoning is called 22 No- bilists: they hold that free will and determinism are  plausible that futures that are in this sense open to an
time must be if the universe is deterministic: each ~ vember 1963’7 Would you, or at least someone ex- compatible. Compatibilism has an illustrious history ~ agent really deserve to be so described.
moment must be followed by exactly one physically  actly like you, exist? If the answer to these questions among English-speaking philosophers, a history An example of a solution to these problems may
possible future. is No, then determinism is false. Equivalently, if de- that embraces such figures as the seventeenth-  make the nature of the problems clearer. The solu-

century English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, the  tion I shall briefly describe would almost certainly be
_ cighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David  regarded by all present-day compatibilists as defec-
Hume, and the nineteenth-century English philoso-  tive, although it has a respectable history. I choose it
pher John Stuart Mill. And the majority of twenti-  not to suggest that compatibilists can’t do better but
eth-century English-speaking philosophers have  simply because it can be described in fairly simple
been compatibilists. (But compatibilism has nothad ~ terms.
many adherents on the continent of Europe. Kant, According to this solution, a future is open to an
for example, called it a “wretched subterfuge.”) agent, if, given that the agent chose that future

The earlier diagram, however, represents an in-  terminism is true, the answer to these questions s
deterministic situation. The road really does fork. Yes. If determinism is true, then, if the univer
The present is followed by four possible futures. Any ~ were rolled back to a previous state by a miracle, and
one of them could, consistently with the laws of na-  if there were no further miracles, the history of the
ture, evolve out of the present. Any one of them  world would repeat itself. And if the universe were
could, consistently with the laws of nature, turn out  rolled back to a previous state thousands of time
to be the actual future. Therefore, itis only if the uni- this exact duplication would happen every time. It
verse is indeterministic that time really is a “gardenof ~  there are no forks in the road of time—if all of the
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(chose that path leading away from a fork in the
road of time), it would come to pass. Thus it is open
to me to stop writing this book and do a little dance
because, if I so chose, that’s what I'd do. But if Alice
is locked in a prison cell, it is not open to her to leave:
if she chose to leave, her choice would be ineffective
because she would come up against a locked prison
door. Now consider the future I said was open to
me—to stop writing and do a little dance—and sup-
pose that determinism is true. Although a choice on
my part to behave in that remarkable fashion would
(no doubt) be effective if it occurred, it is as a matter
of fact not going to occur, and, therefore, given de-
terministm, it is determined by the present state of
things and the laws of nature that such a choice is not
going to occur. Itis in fact determined that nothing is
going to occur that would have the consequence that
I stop writing and do a little dance. Therefore, none
of the futures in which I act in that bizarre way is a
future that has a physically possible connection with
the present: such a future could come to pass only if
it were inaugurated by an event of a sort that is ruled
out by the present state of things and the laws of na-
ture. And yet, as we have seen, many of these futures
are “open” to me in the sense of ‘open’ that the com-
patibilist has proposed. '

Is this a reasonable sense to give to this word?
{We now take up the second problem that confronts
the compatibilist.) This is a very large question. The
core of the compatibilist’s answer is an attempt to
show that the reason we are interested in open or ac-
cessible futures is that we are interested in modify-
ing the way people behave. One important way in
which we modify behavior is by rewarding behavior
that we like and punishing behavior that we dislike.
We tell people that we will put them in jail if they
steal and that they will get a tax break if they invest
their money in such-and-such a way. But there is no
point in trying to get people to act in a certain way if
that way is not in some sense open to them. There is
no point in telling Alfred that he will go to jail if he
steals unless it is somehow open to him not to steal.

And what is the relevant sense of “open”? Just the
one I have proposed, says the compatibilist. One
modifies behavior by modifying the choices people
make. That procedure is effective just insofar as
choices are effective in producing behavior. If Alfred

chooses not to steal (and remains constant in:th
choice), then he won’t steal. But if Alfred chooge
not to be subject to the force of gravity, he will'ne
ertheless be subject to the force of gravity. Although
it would no doubt be socially useful if there weg,
some people who were not subject to the force
gravity, there is no point in threatening people wig
grave consequences if they do not break the bonds o
gravity, for even if you managed to induce some peo.
ple to choose not to be subject to the force of gravity
their choice would not be effective. Therefore (th
compatibilist concludes), it is entirely appropriate ¢
speak of a future as “open” if itis a future that would
be brought about by a choice—even if it were
choice that was determined not to occur. And if Al
fred protests when you punish him for not choosin
a future that was in this sense open to him, on th
ground that it was determined by events that oc.
curred before his birth that he not make the choic
that would have inaugurated that future—if h
protests that only a miracle could have inaugurated
such a future—you can tell him that his punishmen
will not be less effective in modifying his behavio
(and the behavior of those who witness his punish
ment) on that account,

When things are put that way, compatibilism'can
look like nothing more than robust common sense,

Why, then, do people have so much trouble believ

ing it> Why does it arouse so much resistance? [

think that the reason is that compatibilists can make

their doctrine seem like robust common sense only.

by sweeping a mystery under the carpet and that, de

spite their best efforts, the bulge shows. People ate
aware that something is amiss with compatibilism
even when they are unable to articulate their mis-
givings. [ believe that it is possible to lift the carpet
and display the hidden mystery. The notion of “not
having a choice” has a certain logic to it. One of the
principles of this logic is, or so it seems, embodied in
the following thesis, which I shall refer to as the No
Choice Principle:

Suppose that p and that no one has (or ever had)any

choice about whether p. And suppose also that the.

following conditional (if-then) statement is true and
that no one has (or ever had) any choice about
whether it is true: if p, then g. It follows from these
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wo suppositions that ¢ and that no one has (or ever
had) any choice about whether g.

[n this statement of the No Choice Principle, any de-
clarative sentences can replace the symbols ‘p’ and
* (But the same sentence must replace ‘¢’ at each
place it occurs, and the same goes for ‘7’.) We might,
for example, replace ‘p” with ‘Plato died long before
was born’ and ‘¢’ with ‘T have never met Plato™:

=

Suppose that Plato died long before T was born and
that no one has (or ever had) any choice about
whether Plato died long before I was born. And
suppose also that the following conditional state-
ment is true and that no one has (or ever had) any
choice about whether it is true: if Plato died long be-
fore T was born, then I have never met Plato. It fol-
lows from these two suppositions that T have never
met Plato and that no one has (or ever had) any
choice about whether I have never met Plato.

The No Choice Principle seems undeniably correct.
How could I have a choice about anything that is an
inevitable consequence of something I have no
choice about? And yet, as we shall see, the compati-
bilist must deny the No Choice Principle. To see
why this is so, let us suppose that determinism is true
and that the No Choice Principle is correct. Now let
us consider some state of affairs that we should nor-
mally suppose someone had a choice about. Con-
sider, say, the fact that I am writing this book. Most
people—at least most people who knew I was writ-
ing a book—would assume that I had a choice about
whether T was engaged in this project. They would
assume that it was open to me to have undertaken
some other project or no project at all. But we are
supposing that determinism is true, and that means
that ten million years ago (say) there was only one
physically possible future, a future that included my
being engaged in writing this book at the present

. date (since that is what I am in fact doing): given the

way things were ten million years ago and given the
laws of nature, it had to be true that I was now en-

~gaged in writing this book. But consider the two
~ statements

° Things were thus-and-so ten million years
ago.

e If things were thus-and-so ten million years
ago, then I am working on this book now.

(Here ‘thus-and-so’ is a sort of gesture at a complete
description or specification of the way things were
ten million years ago.) Each of these statements is
true. And it is obvious that no one has or ever had
any choice about the truth of either. It is obvious
that no one—no human being, certainly—has or
ever had any choice about whether things were
thus-and-so ten million years ago, since at that time
the first human beings were still millions of years in
the future.

And no one has any choice about whether the
second statement, the if-then statement, is true be-
cause this statement is a consequence of the laws of
nature, and no one—no human being, certainly—
has any choice about what the laws of nature are. If
we imagine a possible world in which, as in the ac-
tual world, things were thus-and-so ten million
years ago, and in which, unlike in the actual world,
I decided to learn to sail instead of writing this book,
we are imagining a world in which the laws of na-
ture are different; for the actual laws dictate that if at
some point in time things are thus-and-so, then, ten
million years later I (or at any rate someone just like
me) shall be writing and not sailing.

But if both of the above statements are true, then
it follows, by the No Choice Principle, that neither
I nor anyone else has or ever had any choice about
whether I write this book. And, obviously, the
content of the particular example—my writing a
book—played no role in the derivation of this con-
clusion. It follows that, given the No Choice Princi-
ple, determinism implies that there is no free will.
That is why the compatibilist must reject the No
Choice Principle. This is the hidden mystery that, 1
contend, lies behind the facade of bluff common
sense that compatibilism presents to the world: the
compatibilist must reject the No Choice Principle,
and the No Choice Principle seems to be true be-
yond all possibility of dispute. (Either that or the
compatibilist must hold that one can have a choice
about what went on in the world before there were
any human beings or that one can have a choice
about what the laws of nature are. But these alterna-
tives look even more implausible than a rejection of
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the No Choice Principle.) If the No Choice Principle
were false, that would be a great mystery indeed.

We must not forget, however, that mysteries re-
ally do exist. There are principles that are commonly
held, and with good reason, to be false and whose
falsity seems to be just as great a mystery as the fal-
sity of the No Choice Principle would be. Consider,
for example the principle that is usually called “the
Galilean Law of the Addition of Velocities.” This
principle is a generalization of cases like the follow-
ing. Suppose that an airplane is flying at a speed of
800 kilometers per hour relative to the ground; sup-
pose that inside the aircraft a housefly is buzzing
along at a speed of 30 kilometers per hour relative to
the airplane in the direction of the airplane’s travel,
then the fly’s speed relative to the ground is the sum
of these two speeds: 830 kilometers per hour. Ac-
cording to the Special Theory of Relativity, an im-
mensely useful and well-confirmed theory, the
Galilean Law of the Addition of Velocities does not
hold (although it comes very, very close to holding
when it is applied to velocities of the magnitude that
we usually consider in everyday life). And yet when
one considers this principle in the abstract—in isola-
tion from the considerations that guided Einstein in
his development of Special Relativity—it seems to
force itself upon the mind as true, to be true beyond
all possibility of doubt. It seems, therefore, that the
kind of “inner conviction” that sometimes moves
one to say things like, “I can just see that that propo-
sition Aas to be true” is not infallible.

Nevertheless, a mystery is a mystery. If compati-
bilism hides a mystery, should we therefore be in-
compatibilists? Unfortunately, incompatibilism also
hides a mystery. Behold, I will show you a mystery.

If we are incompatibilists, we must reject either
free will or determinism. What happens if we reject
determinism? It is a bit easier now to reject deter-
minism than it was in the nineteenth century, when
it was commonly believed, and with reason, that de-
terminism was underwritten by physics. But the
quantum-mechanical world of current physics
seems to be irreversibly indeterministic, and physics
has therefore got out of the business of underwriting
determinism. Nevertheless, the physical world is
filled with objects and systems that seem to be deter-
ministic “for all practical purposes”—digital com-
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iscient being with a complete knowledge of the
stite of Jane's brain and a complete knowledge of
the laws of physics and unlimited powers of calcula-
tion could say no more than, “The laws and the pres-
ent state of her brain would allow the pulse to go ei-
ther way; consequently, no prediction of what the
pulse will do when it comes to the fork is possible; it
might go to the left, and it might go to the right, and
that’s all there is to be said.”

Now let us ask: Does Jane have any choice about
whether the pulse goes to the left or to the right? If
we think about this question for a moment, we shall
see that it is very hard to see how she could have any
_ choice about that. Nothing in the way things are at
the instant before the pulse makes its “decision” to
go one way or the other makes it happen that the
pulse goes one way or goes the other. If it goes to the
left, that just happens. If it goes to the right, that just
happens. There is no way for Jane to influence the
pulse. There is no way for her to make it go one way
rather than the other. Or, at least, there is no way for
her to make it go one way rather than the other and
leave the “choice” it makes an undetermined event.
If Jane did something to make the pulse go to the
left, then, obviously, its going to the left would noz be
an undetermined event. It is a plausible idea that the
only way to have a choice about the outcome of a
process is to be able to arrange things in ways that
will make it inevitable that this or that outcome
occur. If this plausible idea is right, then it would
seem that there is no way in which anyone could
have any choice about the outcome of an indeter-
ministic process. And it seems to follow that if, when
one is trying to decide what to do, it is truly unde-
termined what the outcome of one’s deliberations
will be, then one could have no choice about that
outcome, It is, therefore, far from clear that incom-
patibilism is a tenable position. The incompatibilist
who believes in free will must say this: it is possible,
despite the above argument, for one to have a choice
about the outcome of an indeterministic process. But
how is the argument to be met?

Some incompatibilists attempt to meet this argu-
ment by means of an appeal to a special sort of cau-
sation. Metaphysicians have disagreed about what
kinds of things stand in the cause-and-effect rela-
tion. The orthodox, or Humean position, is that—

puters, for example—and many philosophers-ang
scientists believe that a human organism is det
ministic for all practical purposes. But let us not de
bate this question. Let us suppose for the sake ¢
argument that human organisms display a consider
able degree of indeterminism. Let us suppose in fag
that each human organism is such that when the
human person associated with that organism. (w
leave aside the question whether the person and th
organism are identical) is trying to decide whethe
to do A or to do B, there is a physically possible fy
ture in which the organism behaves in a way appro
priate to a decision to do A and that there is also
physically possible future in which the organism
behaves in a way appropriate to a decision to d
B. We shall see that this supposition leads to a mys
tery. We shall see that the indeterminism that seem
to be required by free will scems also to destroy free.
will.

Let us look carefully at the consequences of sup
posing that human behavior is undetermined. Sup
pose that Jane is in an agony of indecision; if her de
liberations go one way, she will in a moment speak
the words, “John, I lied to you about Alice,” and if
her deliberations go the other way, she will bite her
lip and remain silent. We have supposed that thereis .
a physically possible future in which each of these
things happens. Given the whole state of the physi
cal world at the present moment, and given the laws
of nature, both of these things are possible; either
might equally well happen.

Each contemplated action will, of course, have
antecedents in Jane’s cerebral cortex, for it is in that
part of Jane (or of her body) that control over her
vocal apparatus resides. Let us make a fanciful as-
sumption about these antecedents, since it will make
no real difference to our argument what they are. (It
will help us to focus our thoughts if we have some
sort of mental picture of what goes on inside Jane at
the moment of decision.) Let us suppose that there is
a certain current-pulse that is proceeding along one
of the neural pathways in Jane’s brain and that it is
about to come to a fork. And let us suppose thatif-it
goes to the left, she will make her confession, and
thatif it goes to the right, she will remain silent. And
let us suppose that it is undetermined which way the
pulse will go when it comes to the fork: even an om-

although our idioms may sometimes suggest other-
wise—causes and effects are always events. We may
say that “Stalin caused” the deaths of millions of
people, but when we talk in this way, we are not,
in the strictest sense, saying that an individual was
the cause of certain events. It was, strictly speaking,
certain events (certain actions of Stalin) that were
the cause of certain other events (the millions of
deaths). It has been suggested, however, that, al-
though events do indeed cause other events, it is
sometimes true that individuals, persons or agents,
cause events. According to this suggestion, it might
very well be thatan eventin Jane’s brain—a current-
pulse taking the left-hand branch of a neural fork,
say—had Jane as its cause. And not some event or
change that occurred within Jane, not something
Jane did, but Jane herself, the person Jane, the agent
Jane, the individual thing Jane.

This “type” of causation is usually labeled ‘agent-
causation’,and it is contrasted with ‘event-causation’,
the other “type” of causation, the kind of causation
that occurs when one event causes another event. An
event is a change in the intrinsic properties of an in-
dividual or a change in the way in which certain indi-
viduals are related to one another. Event-causation
occurs when a change that occurs at a certain time is
due to a change that occurred at some earlier time. If
there is such a thing as agent-causation, however,
some changes are not due to earlier changes but sim-
ply to agents.

Let us now return to the question that confronts
the incompatibilist who believes in free will: How is
it possible for one to have a choice about the outcome
of an indeterministic process? Those incompati-
bilists who appeal to agent-causation answer this
question as follows: “A process’s having one out-
come rather than one of the other outcomes it might
have had is an event. For an agent to have a choice
about the outcome of a process is for the agent to be
able to cause each of the outcomes that process might
have. Suppose, for example, that Jane’s deciding
what to do was an indeterministic process and that
this process terminated in her deciding to speak, al-
though, since it was indeterministic, the laws of na-
ture and the way things were when the process was
initiated were consistent with its terminating in her
remaining silent. But suppose that Jane caused the
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process to terminate in her speaking and that she
had been able to cause it to terminate in her being
silent. Then she had a choice about the outcome.
That is what it /s to have had a choice about whether
a process terminated in A or B: to have caused it to
terminate in one of these two ways, and to have been
able to cause it to terminate in the other.”

There are two “standard” objections to this sort
of answer. They take the form of questions. The first
question is, “But what does one add to the assertion
that Jane decided to speak when one says that she
was the agent-cause of her decision to speak?” The
second is, “But what about the event Jane’s becoming
the agent-cause of her decision to speak? According to
your position, this event occurred and it was unde-
termined—for if it were determined by some earlier
state of things and the laws of nature, then her deci-
sion to speak would have been determined by these
same factors. Even if there is such a thing as agent-
causation and this event occurred, how could Jane
have had any choice about whether it occurred?
And if Jane was the agent-cause of her decision to
speak and had no choice about whether she was the
agent-cause of her decision to speak, then she had no
choice about whether to speak or be silent.”

These two standard objections have standard
replies. The first reply is, “I don’t know how to an-
swer that question. But that is because causation is a
mystery, and not because there is any special mystery
about agent-causation. How would you answer the
corresponding question about event-causation:
What does one add to the assertion that two events
occurred in succession when one says that the earlier
was the cause of the later?” The second reply is, “But
Jane did bave a choice about which of the two
events, Jane’s becoming the agent-cause of her decision
to speak and Jane’s becoming the agent-cause of her de-
cision to remain silent, would occur. This is because
she was the agent-cause of the former and was able
to have been the agent-cause of the latter. In any case
in which Jane is the agent-cause of an event, she is
also the agent-cause of her being the agent-cause of
that event, and the agent-cause of her being the
agent-cause of her being the agent-cause of that
event, and so on ‘forever.” Of course, she is not aware
of being the agent-cause of all these events, but the
doctrine of agent-causation does not entail that

aon-existence of free will? If we simply say that no
oné ever has any choice about anything, then we
aced not reject the No Choice Principle, and we
. need not suppose that it is possible for a person to
~ have a choice about the outcome of an indeterminis-
_tic process.

But consider. Suppose that you are trying to de-
cide what to do. And let us suppose that the choice
that confronts you is not a trivial one, Let us not sup-
pose that you are trying to decide which of two
movies to see or which flavor of ice cream to order.
Let us suppose that the matter is one of great impor-
tance-—great importance to youy, at any rate, You are,
_ perhaps, trying to decide whether to marry a certain
person or whether to risk losing your job by report-
ing unethical conduct on the part of a superior or
whether to sign a “do not resuscitate” order on be-
half of a beloved relative who is critically ill. Pick
one of these situations and imagine that you are in it.
(If you are in fact faced with a non-trivial choice,
then you have no need to imagine anything. Think
of your own situation.) Consider the two contem-
plated courses of action. Hold them before your
mind’s eye, and let your attention pass back and
forth between them. Do you really think that you
have no choice about which of these courses of action
will become actual? Can you really believe that?
Many philosophers have said that although the
choice between contemplated future courses of ac-
tion always seems “open” to them, when they look
back on their past decisions, the particular decision
that they have made always or almost always seems
inevitable once it has been made. I must say thatI do
not experience this myself, and, even if 1 did, I should
regard it as an open question whether “foresight” or
“hindsight” was more to be trusted. (Why should we
suppose that hindsight is trustworthy? Maybe there
is within us some psychological mechanism that pro-
duces the illusion that our past decisions were in-
evitable in order to enable us more effectively to put
these decisions behind us and to spare us endless ret-
rospective agonizing over them. Maybe we have a
natural tendency to reinterpret our past decisions in
a way that presents them in the best possible light.
One can think of lots of not implausible hypotheses
that would have the consequence that our present
impression that our past decisions were the only pos-

agents are aware of all of the events of which-tj,
are agent-causes.”
Perhaps these replies are effective and perhy
not. I reproduce them because they are, as I ha
said, standard replies to standard objections. T hay,
no clear sense of what is going on in this debate |y
cause I do not understand agent-causation. Atléag
don’t think I understand it. To me, the suggestik
that an individual thing, as opposed to a change inay
individual thing, could be the cause of a change is 4
mystery. I do not intend this as an argument againgt
the existence of agent-causation—of some relati W
between individual things and events that, when §
finally comprehended, will be seen to satisfy the de.
scriptions of “agent-causation” that have beén a
vanced by those who claim to grasp this concepf
The world is full of mysteries and of verbal descrip.
tions that seem to some to be nonsense and which
later turn out to have been appropriate. (“Curved
spacel What nonsense! Space is what things that are
curved are curved in. Space itself can’t be curved
And no doubt the phrase ‘curved space’ wouldn’t
mean anything in particular if it had been made up
by, say, a science-fiction writer and had no actual use
in science. But the general theory of relativity does
imply that it is possible for space to have a feature for
which, as it turns out, those who understand the the.
ory all regard ‘curved’ as an appropriate label.y Tam
saying only that agent-causation is a mystery and
that to explain how it can be that someone can have
a choice about the outcome of an indeterministic
process by an appeal to agent-causation is to explain
a mystery by a mystery.
But now a disquieting possibility suggests itself.
Perhaps the explanation of the fact that both com-
patibilism and incompatibilism seem to lead to
mysteries is simply that the concept of free will is
self-contradictory. Perhaps free will is, as the incom-
patibilists say, incompatible with determinism. But
perhaps it is also incompatible with indeterminism,
owing to the impossibility of anyone’s having a
choice about the outcome of an indeterministic
process. If free will is incompatible with both deter-
minism and indeterminism, then, since either deter-
minism or indeterminism has to be true, free will is
impossible. And, of course, what is impossible does
not exist. Can we avoid mystery by accepting the
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sible ones—if we indeed have this impression—is
untrustworthy.)

When T myself look at contemplated future
courses of action in the way I have described above,
I find an irresistible tendency to believe that I have a
real choice as to which one will become actual. It
may be, of course, that this tendency is the vehicle
of illusion. If the concept of free choice were self-
contradictory, it might still be the case that a belief in
this self-contradictory thing was indispensable to
human action. What would it be like to believe, re-
ally to believe, that in every circumstance only one
course of action was open to one?

It can plausibly be argued that it would be im-
possible under such circumstances ever to try to de-
cide what to do. Suppose, for example, that you are
in a certain room that has a single door and that this
door is the only possible exit from the room. Suppose
that, as you are thinking about whether to leave the
room, you hear a click that may or may not have
been the sound of the door being locked. You are
now in a state of uncertainty about whether the door
is locked and are therefore in a state of uncertainty
about whether it is possible for you to leave the
room. Can you continue to try to decide whether to
leave the room? It would seem that you cannot. (Try
the experiment of imagining yourself in this situa-
tion and seeing whether you can imagine yourself
continuing to try to decide whether to leave.) You
cannot because you no longer believe that it is possi-
ble for you to leave the room. It’s not that you believe
that it is /mpossible for you to leave the room. You
don’t believe that either, for you are in a state of un-
certainty about whether it is possible for you to
leave. You can, of course, try to decide whether to
get up and try the door. But that is something—or at
least you probably believe this—that is possible for
you. And you can try to decide, conditionally, as it
were, whether to leave the room jf the door should
prove to be unlocked. But that is not the same thing
as trying to decide whether to leave the room.

This thought-experiment convinces me that |
cannot try to decide whether to do A or B unless I be-
lieve that doing A and doing B are both possible for
me. And, therefore, I am convinced that I could not
try to decide what to do unless I believed that some-
times more than one course of action was open to me.
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And if I never decided what to do, I should not be a
very effective human being. In the state of nature, I
should no doubtstarve. In a civilized society, I should
probably have to be institutionalized. Belief in one’s
own free will is therefore something that we can
hardly do without. It would seem therefore that it
would be an evolutionary necessity—at least for ra-
tional beings like ourselves—that we believe in free
will. And evolutionary necessity has scant respect for
such niceties as logical consistency. It is arguable,
therefore, that we cannot trust our conviction that we
have free will (if, indeed, we do have this conviction).
If evolution would force a certain belief on us—by
brutally culling out all those of our ancestors who
lacked this belief—then the fact that we hold this be-
lief is no evidence whatever that the belief is true or
even logically consistent. (But aren’s there people
who believe that no one has free will, including
themselves? Well, there are certainly people who say
that they believe this, but I suspect that they are not
describing their own beliefs correctly, But even if
there are people who believe that no one has free will,
it does not follow that these people do not believe in
free will, for people do have contradictory beliefs. It
may be that “on one level”—the abstract and theo-
retical—certain people believe that no one has free
will, although on another level—the concrete and
everyday—they believe that people have free will.)
Nevertheless, when all is said and done, I find
myself with the belief that sometimes more than one
course of action is open to me, and I cannot give it
up. (As Dr. Johnson said, “Sir, we know our will is
free, and there’s an end on’t.”) And I don’t find the
least plausibility in the hypothesis that this belief is
an illusion. It can sometimes seem attractive to hold
the view that free will is an illusion. To think this—
or to toy with the idea in a theoretical sort of way—
can be attractive to someone who has betrayed a
friend or achieved success by spreading vicious ru-
mors. If you had done something of that sort,
wouldn’t you want to believe that you had no choice,
that no other course of action was really open to
you? Wouldn’t it be an attractive idea that your ac-
tions were determined by your genes and your up-
bringing or even by the way things were thousands
or millions of years ago? (Jean-Paul Sartre once re-
marked that determinism was an endless well of ex-
cuses.) And it is immensely attractive to suppose that

that human beings do not have free will, then that
personacceptsa mystery and in my view itisa greater,
deeper mystery than the one I accept. If someone de-
ries the No Choice Principle, then that person accepts
mystery, and in my view it is a greater, deeper mys-
ery than the one Taccept. But others may judge the
“izes” of these mysteries differently.

It is important to be aware that we have not said
verything there is to be said about the size of the
mysteries. The most important topic that we have
not-discussed in that connection is the relation be-
tween free will and morality. In our preliminary dis-
cussion of the concept of free will, we said that it was
:a common opinion that free will was required by
morality. If this common opinion is correct, then all
moral judgments are false or in some way “out of
place” if there is no free will. If that were so, it would
greatly aggravate the mystery that confronts those
who deny that there is free will. Could it really be
true, for example, that those who believe that there
is something morally objectionable about racism or
child abuse or genocide or serial murder hold a be-
lief that is false or in some other way defective? If an
unimpeachable source were to inform me that there
was nothing morally objectionable about child
abuse, my dominant reaction would be one of hor-
tor, But I should also have a negative reaction to this
revelation that was more intellectual or theoretical. I
should have to say that, if that was so, then I didn’t
understand the World at all. T should have to say
that T just didn’t understand how it could &e that
there was nothing morally objectionable about child
abuse.

[t may not be, however, that those who reject free
will must hold that all moral judgments are false or
otherwise illusory. The “common opinion” that
morality requires free will is not so common as it
used to be. When almost all English-speaking
philosophers were compatibilists, this opinion was
held by almost everyone in the English-speaking
philosophical world. It was the common assumption
of the compatibilists and the few incompatibilists
that there were, Now, however, compatibilism is a
less common opinion, owing to the fact that philoso-
phers are coming to realize that compatibilism re-
quires the rejection of the No Choice Principle.
Many philosophers are now inclined to reject com-
patibilism who would previously have accepted it.

one is a member of a very small minority that k
seen through an illusion that people have been sy
ject to for millennia. The hypothesis has its uny
tractive aspects too, of course. For one thing; if j
rules out blame, it presumably rules out praise o
the same grounds. But, however attractive or tinag
tractive it may be, it just seems to be false. If some
unimpeachable source—God, say—were to tell me
that I didn’t have free will, I'd have to regard that
piece of information as proof that I didn’t under.
stand the World at all. It would be as if an unim.
peachable source had told me that consciousness did
not exist or that the physical world was an illusion of
that self-contradictory statements could be true, I'd
have to say, “Well, all right. You are an unimpeach.
able source. But I just don’t understand how: that
could be right.”

I conclude that there is no position that one:can
take on the matter of free will that does not confront
its adherents with mystery. I myself prefer the fol-
lowing mystery: I believe that the outcome of outr
deliberations about what to do is undetermined and
that we—in some way that I have no shadow of an
understanding of—nevertheless have a choice about
the outcome of these deliberations. (And I do not be-
lieve that the concept of agent-causation is of the
least help in explaining how this could be.)

I believe that if Jane has freely decided to speak
then the following must be true: if God were to cre-
ate a thousand perfect duplicates of Jane as she was |
an instant before the decision to speak was made and
were to place each one in circumstances that per-
fectly duplicated Jane’s circumstances at that instant,
some of the duplicates would choose to speak and
some of them would choose to remain silent, and
there would be no explanation whatever for the fact
that a particular one of the duplicates made which-
ever of the choices it was that she made. And yet,
believe, Jane had a choice about whether to speak or
to remain silent. (It is important not to be misled by
words here. From the fact that someone makes a
choice, it does not follow that that person has a
choice. If I am locked in a room and do not know
that the door is locked, it may be that I make a choice
to stay in the room even though I Agve no choice
about whether to stay in the room.)

I accept this mystery because it seems to me to be
the smallest mystery available. If someone believes
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And because they are also inclined to reject the view
that we could have free will in a way that required
indeterminism, they are inclined to reject free will
altogether. But most of them are not willing to say
that morality is an illusion. It has, therefore, become
an increasingly widespread view that morality does
not after all require free will. It is because of this in-
creasingly popular view that I have not included the
thesis that morality is an illusion among the myster-
ies that must be accepted by those who reject free
will. I myself continue to believe that morality is an
illusion if there is no free will, but, since the issues
involved in the debate about this question pertain to
moral philosophy rather than to metaphysics, I shall
not discuss them.

However one may judge the relative “sizes” of
the mysteries that confront the adherents of the var-
ious positions that one might take on the question of
free will, these mysteries exist. The metaphysician’s
task is to display these mysteries. Each of us must de-
cide, with no further help from the metaphysician,
how to respond to the array of mysteries that the
metaphysician has placed before us.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Berofsky’s Free Will and Determinism and Watson's
Free Will are excellent collections devoted to the
problem of free will and determinism. Fischer’s
more recent Moral Responsibility contains much use-
ful material. My own book, An Essay on Free Will is
a defense of incompatibilism. Large parts of it are
accessible to those without formal philosophical
training. The central argument of the book is at-
tacked in Lewis’s superb article, “Are We Free to
Break the Laws?” (rather difficult for those without
philosophical training). Dennett’s Elbow Room is a
highly readable (if somewhat idiosyncratic) defense
of compatiblism.

NOTE

1. It should be evident from this discussion of “free
will” that what we are calling by this name would
be more appropriately called ‘free choice’. ‘Free
will’ is, however, the term that has traditionally
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heen used to express this concept, and I use it out of
respect for tradition.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What does van Inwagen mean when he talks about
the future as a garden of forking paths? Do you
tend to think that the future is really like that?

It might reasonably be expected in questions which
have been canvassed and disputed with great eager-
ness, since the first origin of science and philosophy,
that the meaning of all the terms, at least, should
have been agreed upon among the disputants; and
our enquiries, in the course of two thousand years,
been able to pass from words to the true and real
subject of the controversy. For how easy may it seem
to give exact definitions of the terms employed in
reasoning, and make these definitions, not the mere
sound of words, the object of future scrutiny and
examination? But if we consider the matter more
narrowly, we shall be apt to draw a quite opposite
conclusion. From this circumstance alone, that a
controversy has been long kept on foot, and remains
still undecided, we may presume that there is some

j

From Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and Con-
cerning the Principles of Morals, edited by L. A. Selby-Bigge,
3rd edition revised by P. H. Nidditch. Copyright © 1975 by
Ozxford University Press. Reprinted by permission of the
publisher.

2. How do compatibilists argue that we may have
ture paths open to us, even if those paths are pq
physically connected with the present path? Why
does van Inwagen say is wrong with this view?

3. How plausible do you think van Inwagen’s N,
Choice Principle is? ‘

4. Why must a compatibilist reject the No Choje
Principle? How bad do you think it would be
have to reject that principle? ~

5. Why does van Inwagen think that indeterminism
equally inhospitable to free will?

Of Liberty and Necessity

DAVID HUME

ambiguity in the expression, and that the disputant
affix different ideas to the terms employed in th
controversy. For as the faculties of the mind are sup
posed to be naturally alike in every individual;oth
erwise nothing could be more fruitless than to'rea
son or dispute together; it were impossible, if me

affix the same ideas to their terms, that they could so .

long form different opinions of the same subject; es

pecially when they communicate their views, and
each party turn themselves on all sides, in search of
arguments which may give them the victory over
their antagonists. It is true, if men attempt the dis-
cussion of questions which lie entirely beyond the
reach of human capacity, such as those concerning
the origin of worlds, or the economy of the intellec-
tual system or region of spirits, they may long beat
the air in their fruitless contests, and never arrive at

any determinate conclusion. But if the question re

gard any subject of common life and experience,
nothing, one would think, could preserve the dis-
pute so long undecided but some ambiguous expres
sions, which keep the antagonists still at a distance,

and hinder them from grappling with each other.

This has been the case in the long disputed ques-
tion concerning liberty and necessity; and to so re-

Arkable a degree that, if T be not much mistaken,
we shall find, that all mankind, both learned and ig-
norant, have always been of the same opinion with
fegard to this subject, and that a few intelligible def-

initions would immediately have put an end to the

whole controversy. I own that this dispute has been

_so much canvassed on all hands, and has led phi-

losophers into such a labyrinth of obscure sophistry,
that it is no wonder, if a sensible reader indulge his
ease so far as to turn a deaf ear to the proposal of

_such a question, from which he can expect neither

instruction nor entertainment. But the state of the
argument here proposed may, perhaps, serve to

_renew his attention; as it has more novelty, promises

at least some decision of the controversy, and will
not much disturb his ease by any intricate or obscure
reasoning.

I hope, therefore, to make it appear that all men
have ever agreed in the doctrine both of necessity
and of liberty, according to any reasonable sense,
which can be put on these terms; and that the whole
controversy has hitherto turned merely upon words.
We shall begin with examining the doctrine of
necessity.

It is universally allowed that matter, in all its op-
erations, is actuated by a necessary force, and that
every natural effect is so precisely determined by the
energy of its cause that no other effect, in such par-
ticular circumstances, could possibly have resulted
from it. The degree and direction of every motion is,
by the laws of nature, prescribed with such exactness
that a living creature may as soon arise from the
shock of two bodies as motion in any other degree or
direction than what is actually produced by it
Would we, therefore, form a just and precise idea of
necessity, we must consider whence that idea arises
when we apply it to the question of bodies.

It seems evident that, if all the scenes of nature
were continually shifted in such a manner that no
two events bore any resemblance to each other, but
every object was entirely new, without any simili-
tude to whatever had been seen before, we should
never, in that case, have attained the least idea of ne-
cessity, or of a connexion among these objects. We
might say, upon such a supposition, that one object
or event has followed another; not that one was pro-
duced by the other. The relation of cause and effect
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must be utterly unknown to mankind. Inference
and reasoning concerning the operations of nature
would, from that moment, be at an end; and the
memory and senses remain the only canals, by which
the knowledge of any real existence could possibly
have access to the mind. Our idea, therefore, of ne-
cessity and causation arises entirely from the unifor-
mity observable in the operations of nature, where
similar objects are constantly conjoined together,
and the mind is determined by custom to infer the
one from the appearance of the other, These two cir-
cumstances form the whole of that necessity, which
we ascribe to matter. Beyond the constant conjunc-
tion of similar objects, and the consequent inference
from one to the other, we have no notion of any ne-
cessity or connexion,

If it appear, therefore, that all mankind have ever
allowed, without any doubt or hesitation, that these
two circumstances take place in the voluntary ac-
tions of men, and in the operations of mind; it must
follow, that all mankind have ever agreed in the doc-
trine of necessity, and that they have hitherto dis-
puted, merely for not understanding each other,

As to the first circumstance, the constant and reg-
ular conjunction of similar events, we may possibly
satisfy ourselves by the following considerations, It
is universally acknowledged that there is a great uni-
formity among the actions of men, in all nations and
ages, and that human nature remains still the same,
in its principles and operations. The same motives
always produce the same actions. The same events
follow from the same causes. Ambition, avarice,
self-love, vanity, friendship, generosity, public spirit:
these passions, mixed in various degrees, and dis-
tributed through society, have been, from the begin-
ning of the world, and still are, the source of all the
actions and enterprises, which have ever been ob-
served among mankind. Would you know the senti-
ments, inclinations, and course of life of the Greeks
and Romans? Study well the temper and actions of
the French and English: You cannot be much mis-
taken in transferring to the former most of the ob-
servations which you have made with regard to the
latter. Mankind are so much the same, in all times
and places, that history informs us of nothing new
or strange in this particular. Its chief use is only
to discover the constant and universal principles of



