FIFTY READINGS
IN PHILOSOPHY

THIRD EDITION

Donald C. Abel

St. Norbert College

e

Boston Burr Ridge, IL Dubuque, 1A New York
san Francisco St Louis Bangkok Bogota Caracas Kuala Lumpur
Lisbon London Madrid Mexico City Milan Montreal New Delhi

Qantiamn Sonil Qinaanara Qudnay Taimai Tarmnta



READING 10 Freedom and Determinism

Richard Taylor

Richard Taylor was bonyin 1919 in Charlotie, Michizan, He attended the University of -
nois, receiving his hachaelor's degroe in 1940 During World War i, when serving in the
LS. Navy, he became interested in philosophy. Atter the war he hegan praduate studies in
philosophy at Oberdin College. Tavior received his master’s degree in 1947 and then en-
rolled inthe doctoral program at Brown thniversity, In 1951 he completed his doctorate and
became 4 member ol 1he Tac alty at Brown. by 1959 he was appotmted William | terbert Perry
Faunce Professor of Philosophy, e 1963 Tavlor went 1o Columbia University, Two years
Later e accepted an appontment al the Piniversity of Rachester, where he remained until
hisyetitement in 1985, e has held distinguashed visiting protessorships af Wells Collepe,
Hamilton College, and Hobart and Wil Smith Colloges. He dicd ty 2008 i Irimans-
burg, New York,

Favlors hooles include Metaplnsics tE96 5 Hhved ), 19925, Action and Parpose (T1966),
Good and Fvil: A New Direc ion L9700 AV Heart and Abind (109739, Troedom, Anarchy,
and the Tove: Ao Introdaction (o Political Philosophy (19730, Hthics, Faih, and Reason
(1985, and Virtie Frhics: Ao Introdac ion €200,

Our reading is rom Chapter 5 ot Metapinsios, “Freedom and Determinism,” which ad-
tresses the question ol whether any ol our adclions are tree. The theory of detenainism slates
that cevery event  mclading every human action is a4 necessary result ol prior causes.

Favlor hogins by discussing “solt determinisns,” the theory that some human aclions are
hoth determvined and ree, Solt determinists derine 4 ree action as one nol impeded by any
obstacle and not covrced by any exderal tarce. With this detinttion, they canclaim that an
action is hoth determimed and trec it s the necessary result ol an internal Torce desire,
lor exampler. Tavior tejec s sotl determingsm hecanse saying thal a person's acion was [ree
maplies thal he or she could have acted otherwise. But it determinisin is true tas the soll de-
tesiinsh mamtains, the intemal state that causes the action is idsefi the noecessary result of
priov causes, and therelore the person could nol have acled othenwvise. Tavlor also rejects
simple indelerminiso™ (he theory thal some acions are tree because they have no causes)
boecause it is al odds withy our ordimary notion ot responsibility: Aclions without catses
would occur at random and be scholly heyvond a person’s control.

Favlor's own solution 1o the problemy ol reedom and determimism s a “theory ol
agency.” According 1o this theory, ree actions are those caused by the person taeenty her-
selt or hinsells A tree action is nol caused by something within the person tsuch as a de-
sited bt by the person as o whole, Whereas every olher kind ol event in nature is the
necessany restll ol an ctidless series ol prior causes. o lree aclion onginales withy the per-
sotn Lavlor is somewhal hesitant to postulate sach asiiking exception 1o an otherwise de-
lerministic world, hut he belioves that Tis theory of agency is justiticd becanse it does more

justice to our ordinary experience than allernative theories do.

From AMetuphysics, /e, by Tavior, R, 19492, Reprinted by permission of Pearson Educa-

lion, inc, Upper Saddte River, NoL
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... We want to learn, if we can, whether determinism is true. . . . It can, like all
good questions of philosophy, be answered only on the basis of certain data; that
is, by seeing whether or not it squares with certain things that everyone knows,
or believes himself to know, or with things everyone is at least more sure about
than the answer to the question at issue.

Now 1 could, of course, simply atfirm that [ am a morally responsible
being, in the sense in which my responsibility for my behavior implies that
I could have avoided that behavior. But this would take us into the nebulous
realm of ethics, and it is, in fact, far from obvious that [ am responsible in
that sense. Many have doubted that they are responsible in that sense, and
it is in any case not difficult to doubt it, however strongly one might feel
about it.

There are, however, two things about myself of which 1 feel quite certain
and that have no necessary connection with morals. The first is that I sometimes
deliberate, with the view to making a decision—a decision, namely, to do this
thing or that. And the second is that whether or not I deliberate about what to
do, it is sometimes up to me what I do. This might all be an illusion, of course;
but so also might any philosophical theory, such as the theory of determinism,
be false. The point remains that it is far more difficult for me to doubt that I
sometimes deliberate, and that it is sometimes up to me what to do, than to
doubt any philosophical theory whatever, including the theory of determinism.
We must, accordingly, if we ever hope to be wiser, adjust our theories to our data
and not try to adjust our data to our theories. . ..

SOFT DETERMINISM

... The three claims of soft determinism are (1) that the thesis of determinism is
true, and that accordingty all human behavior, voluntary or other, like the be-
havior of all other things, arises from antecedent conditions, given which no
other behavior is possible—in short, that all human behavior is caused and de-
termined; (2) that voluntary behavior is nonetheless free to the extent that it is
not externally constrained or impeded; and (3) that, in the absence of such ob-
stacles and constraints, the causes ot voluntary behavior are certain states,
events, or conditions within the agent himself—namely, his own acts of will or
volitions, choices, decisions, desires, and so on.

Thus, on this view, [am free, and therefore sometimes responsible for what
I do, provided nothing prevents me from acting according to my own choice,
desire, or volition, or constrains me to act otherwise. There may, to be sure, be
other conditions for my responsibility —such as, for example, an understanding
of the probable consequences of my behavior, and that sort of thing—but ab-
sence of constraint or impediment is, at least, one such condition. And, it is
claimed, it is a condition that is compatible with the supposition that my be-
havior is caused —for itis, by hypothesis, caused by my own inner choices, de-
sires, and volitions.
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THE REFUTATION OF THIS

Fhe theory otsott determinism looks good atirst -—so good thatithas tor gen-
erations been solennly taught from innumerable plnln&mphnml chairs and im-
planted in the minds of students as sound philosophy - -but no great acumen i
needed Lo discover that far from solving any problem, itonly camotttlages it

My free actions are those unimpe «h W and unconstrained motions that arise
from myv own inner desires, choices, and volitions; let us grapt this provision-
Sy, But now, whience arise those ianer states that detemmine what my body
shall do? Are they within my control or not! faving made my choice or deci-
ston and acted upon it could 1 have chosen otherwise or not?

Hoere the determinist, hoping to surrender nothing and vet to avoid the
problem nuphe din that question, Dids us not to ask it the gquestion itse I, he an-
notnees, is without meaning. Por to sav that | coudd have done otherwise, he
save, means only that 1 aonld have done otherwise, if those mner states that de-
lermined my action had been ditterent; if, that is, 1 had dedided or chosen Jdit-
ferently. Toask, accordingly, whether | could have chosen or decided diferently
i~ only o ask whether, had 1 decided to decide ditterently or chiosen 1o choose
Jditterently, omwilled toaw il differentiy, Laordd have decided or chosen orwilled
ditferently. And this, of course, i~ unintelligible nonsense.

But itis nol nonscise o ask whether the causes ol my actions my owinin-
acr choices, decisions, and desites - are themselves caused. And of course they
ares iU determinism s true, Tor on that thesis evervthing s caused and deter-
mined. And it they are, then we cannol aoid concluding that, given the Catisal
Conditions ol hose inner states, T eould not have decided, willed, chosen, or de-
Lired other than L in fact, did, Tor this is a logical consequence of the very deti-
Hilion ol determinism. OF cotrse we can st say that, if the causes of iose ey
clales, whatever they sere, had been dilterent, then their effects, those inner
clotes themaelves, would have been difterent, and that i this hyvpothetical sense
[ could have decided, chosen, willed, or desired ditterenthy but that only
pushes our problem back still another step. For we will then want to know
whether the catses of those inner states were within my control, and <o on ad
inlinilum. We are, ot cach step, pvrmiltml to =av “could have been otherwise”
only ina provision. Wsense - provided, that s, that something clse had been Jit-
ferent-—but nust then retract it and replace itw ith “could not have been other-
Wine” as 5000 da e discover, as we must at cach step, that whateverw ould have

o have been difterent could not have been ditferent.

EXAMPLES

Such is the diatectio of the problem. Fhe casiest way to see the shadowy quality
ot ~olt deterarinism, however, is by means of examples.

Fet us suppose that my body is moving in various wavs, that these motions
are not externally constrained or impeded, and that they are all exactly m accor-
dance with my own desires, chotees, or acts olhwill, and whatnol. When will that
My arm Should move ina certain way, Hind it moving in that way, unobstructe d
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and unconstrained. When I will to speak, my lips and tongue move, unob-
structed and unconstrained, in a manner suitable to the formation of the words [
choose to utter. Now, given that this is a correct description of my behavior,
namely, that it consists of the unconstrained and unimpeded motions of my body
in response to my ownvolitions, then it follows that my behavior is tree, on the soft
determinist’s definition of “free.” It follows further that [ am responsible for that
behavior; or at least, that if [ am not, it is not from any lack of freedom on my part.

But if the tulfillment of these conditions renders my behavior free —that is
to say, if my behavior satisties the conditions of free action set forth in the the-
ory of soft determinism —then my behavior will be no less free if we assume
turther conditions that are perfectly consistent with those already satisfied.

We suppose further, accordingly, that while my behavior is entirely in ac-
cordance with my own volitions, and thus “free” in terms of the conception of
freedom we are examining, my volitions themselves are caused. To make this
graphic, we can suppose that an ingenious physiologist can induce in me any
volition he pleases, simply by pushing various buttons on an instrument to
which, let us suppose, | am attached by numerous wires. All the volitions [ have
in that situation are, accordingly, precisely the ones he gives me. By pushing one
button, he evokes in me the volition to raise my hand; and my hand, being
unimpeded, rises in response to that volition. By pushing another, he induces
the volition in me to kick, and my foot, being unimpeded, kicks in response to
that volition. We can even suppose that the physiologist puts a rifle in my hands,
aims it at some passerby, and then, by pushing the proper button, evokes in me
the volition to squeeze my finger against the trigger, whereupon the passerby
falls dead ot a bullet wound.

This is the description of a man who is acting in accordance with his inner
volitions, a man whose body is unimpeded and unconstrained in its motions,
these motions being the effects of those inner states. It is hardly the description
of a free and responsible agent. It is the perfect description of a puppet. To ren-
der someone your puppet, it is not necessary forcibly to constrain the motions
of his limbs, after the fashion in which real puppets are moved. A subtler but no
less effective means of making a person your puppet would be to gain complete
control of his inner states, and ensuring, as the theory of soft determinism does
vnsure, that his body will move in accordance with them.

The example is somewhat unusual, but it is no worse for that. It is perfectly
intelligible, and it does appear to refute the soft determinist’s conception of free-
dom.. .. The example can, moreover, be modified in perfectly realistic ways, so
as to coincide with actual and familiar cases. One can, for instance, be given a
compulsive desire for certain drugs, simply by having them administered over
a course of time. Suppose, then, that I do, with neither my knowledge nor con-
sent, thus become a victim of such a desire and act upon it. Do I act freely,
merely by virtue of the fact that I am unimpeded in my quest for drugs? In a
sense 1 do, surely, but fam hardlv free with respect to whether or not I shall use
drugs. I never chose to have the desire for them inflicted upon me.

Nor does it, of course, matter whether the inner states that allegedly prompt
all my “free” activity are evoked in me by another agent or by perfectly imper-
sonal forces. Whether a desire that causes my body to behave in a certain way is
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inticted upon me by another person, for instance, or derived trom hereditary
Lactors, or indeed from anything at all, matters not the least. Inany case, ihitis
in tact the cause of my bodily behavior, Teannot help butactin accordance with
it Wherever it came from, whether fronm personal or impersonal origins, it was
entirely cavsed or determined, and not within my control. Indeed, it deternun-
s is true, as the theory of sott determinism holds it to be, all those inner states
(rat catse my body to behave inowhatever ways it behaves must arise from cir-
cumstances hal existed before 1was born; for the chain of causes and etfects is
mtinite, and none could have been the least different, given those that preceded.

SIMPLE INDETERMINISM

We might ot lirstnow seemowarranted insimply denying determinisn, and say-
ing that, insolaras they are free, my actions are not caused; or that, it they are
caused Dy my own inner states—my own desires, impulses. chofees, volitions,
nd whatnol- - then these, in any case, are nol caused. This s a pertectly dlear
sense inw hich a person’s action, assuming thatif swas free, could have been oth-
crwise, T was uncaused, then, even given the conditions underwhich it oc-
curred and all hat preceded, some other act was nonetheless prossible, and he
did nof have Lo do w hat he dids Or i s action was the inevitable consequence
of his own inner states, and could not have been othenwise, given these, we can
nevertheless sav that Hese inner states, being uncavsed, could have been other-
wine, and could thereby hove prodoced difterent actions.

Ondy the stivhlest consideration will show, however, that this simple denial
ol determinisny has not the slightest plausibility. For fet s suppose itis true, and
that some of niy bodily motions - namely, those that Fregard as myv iree acts =
are not catsed at all or, it caused by my own inner stales, that these are not
catmed We shall thereby avoid picturing a puppet, to besare - batonly by sub-
stituting something even less fike o human being; tor the conception that now
cmeraes is not that of a free person, but ol anerratic and jerking phantom, with-
out any rhvme or reason at ol

Suppose That my right armis tree, according Lo this conception; that i, that
ite molions are uneavsed. [ moves this way and that from time to time, bud
nothing catses hese motions. Sometimes i moves torth vigoroushy, sometimes
1, sometimes down, sometimes it just drifts vaguely about-—these motions all
being wholly frec and uncaused. Manitestiv T hove nothing Lo dowith themy o
Al ey Just happen, and neither T oor anvone canever tell what this arm will
he doing nest. It might seize o dub and lay it on the head o the nearest by-
stander, no less to my astonishment than his. There will never be any point ir
asking why these motions occur, or insecking any explanation ol them, tor un-
der the conditions assumoed there is no explanation. They just happen, from e
causes al all

Fhis is no description of tree, voluntary, or responsible behavior, Indeed, se
far as the motions ob my body or its parts are entirely uncaused, such motion:
cannol even be ascribed to me as my behavior in the first place, since T have
nothing to do with them. Phe behavior of my armis just the random motion o
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a foreign object. Behavior that is mine must be behavior that is within my con-
trol, but motions that occur from no causes are beyond the control of anyone.
[ can have no more to do with, and no more control over, the uncaused motions
of my limbs than a gambler has over the motions of an honest roulette wheel. [
can only, like him, idly wait to see what happens.

Nor does it improve things to suppose that my bodily motions are caused
by my own inner states, so long as we suppose these to be wholly uncaused. The
result will be the same as before. My arm, for example, will move this way and
that, sometimes up and sometimes down, sometimes vigorously and sometimes
just drifting about, always in response to certain inner states, to be sure. But
since these are supposed to be wholly uncaused, it follows that [ have no con-
trol over them and hence none over their etfects. If my hand lays a club force-
fully on the nearest bystander, we can indeed say that this motion resulted from
an inner club-wielding desire of mine; but we must add that I had nothing to do
with that desire, and that it arose, to be tollowed by its inevitable effect, no less
to my astonishment than to his. Things like this do, alas, sometimes happen. We
are all sometimes seized by compulsive impulses that arise we know not
whence, and we do sometimes act upon these. But because they are far from be-
ing examples of free, voluntary, and responsible behavior, we need only to learn
that the behavior was of this sort to conclude that it was not free, voluntary, or
responsible. [t was erratic, impulsive, and irresponsible.

DETERMINISM AND SIMPLE INDETERMINISM AS THEORIES

Both determinism and simple indeterminism are loaded with difficulties, and
no one who has thought much on them can atfirm either of them without some
embarrassment. Simple indeterminism has nothing whatever to be said for it,
except that it appears to remove the grossest difficulties of determinism, only,
however, to imply perfect absurdities of its own. Determinism, on the other
hand, is at least initially plausible. People seem to have a natural inclination to
believe in it; it is, indeed, almost required for the very exercise of practical in-
telligence. And beyond this, our experience appears always to confirm it, so
long as we are dealing with everyday facts of common experience, as distin-
guished from the esoteric researches of theoretical physics. But determinism, as
applied to human behavior, has implications that few can casually accept, and
they appear to be implications that no modification of the theory can efface.

Both theories, moreover, appear logically irreconcilable to the two items of
data that we set forth at the outset; namely, (1) that my behavior is sometimes
the outcome of my deliberation, and (2) that in these and other cases it is some-
times up to me what I do. Because these were our data, it is important to see, as
must already be quite clear, that these theories cannot be reconciled to them.

I can deliberate only about my own future actions, and then only if [ do not
already know what I am going to do. If a certain nasal tickle warns me that T am
about to sneeze, for instance, then | cannot deliberate whether to sneeze or not;
can only prepare tor the impending convulsion. But if determinism is true, then
there are always conditions existing antecedently to evervthing I do, sufficient for
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my doing just that, and such as to render it inevitable. 11 can know what those
conditions are and what behavior they are sufticient to produce, then | can in
every such case know what 1 am going to do and cannot then deliberate about it.

By itself this only shows, of course, that I can deliberate only in ignorance of
the causal conditions of my behavior; it does not show that such conditions can-
not exist. It is odd, however, to suppose that deliberation should be a mere sub-
stitute for clear knowledge. Tgnorance is a condition of speculation, inference,
and guesswork, which have nothing whatever to do with deliberation. A pris-
oner awaiting execution may not know when he is going to die, and he may even
entertain the hope of reprieve, but he cannot deliberate about this. He can only
speculate, guess—and wait.

Worse vet, however, it now becomes clear that T cannot deliberate about
what 1am going to do, if itis even possible for me to find out in advance, whether
[ doin fact find out in advance or not. I can deliberate only with the view to de-
ciding what to do, to making up my mind; and this is impossible it { believe that
it could be inferred what | am going to do from conditions already existing, even
though 1 have not made that inference myselt. i1 believe that what Tam going
to do has been rendered inevitable by conditions already existing, and could be
inferred by anvone having the requisite sagacity, then T ecannot try to decide
whether to do it or not, for there is simply nothing left to decide. T can at best
only guess or try to figure it out myselt or, all prognostics failing, | can wait and
see; but I cannot deliberate. 1 deliberate in order to decide what to do, not to
discover what itis that 1 am eoine to do. But if determinisim is true, then there are
always antecedent conditions sufficient for everything that I do, and this can al-
ways be inferred by anvone having the requisite sagacity; that is, by anvone hav-
ing a knowledge of what those conditions are and what behavior they are
sufficient to produce.

Mhis suggests what in fact secems quite clear, that determinism cannot be rec-
onciled with our second datum either, to the effect that it is sometimes up to me
what I am going to do. For if it is ever really up to me whether to do this thing
or that, then, as we have seen, cach alternative course of action must be such that
I can do it; not that | cando it in some abstruse or hypothetical sense of “can”;
not that 1 could do it if only something were true that is not true; but in the sense
that it is then and there within my power to do it But this is never so, it deter-
minism is true, for on the very formulation of that theory whatever happens at
any time is the only thing that can then happen, given all that precedes it 1t is
simply a logical consequence of this that whatever | do at any time s the only
thing | can then do, given the conditions that precede my doing it. Nor does it
hclp in the least to interpose, among the causal antecedents of my behavior, my
own mner states, such as my desires, choices, acts of will, and so on. For even
supposing these to be always involved in voluntary behavior—which s highly
doubtful initself—it is a consequence of determinism that these, whatever they
are at any time, can never be other than what they thenare. .

[t is even more obvious that our data cannot be reconciled to the theory of
simple indeterminism. T can deliberate only about my own actions; this is obvi-
ous. But the random, uncaused motion of any body whatever, whether it be a
part of my body or not, is no action of mine and nothing that is within my
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power. | might try to guess what these motions will be, just as T might try to
suess how a roulette wheel will behave, but [ cannot deliberate about them or
try to decide what they shall be, simply because these things are not up to me.
Whatever is not caused by anything is not caused by me, and nothing could be
more plainly inconsistent with saving that it is nevertheless up to me what it
hall be.

HE THEORY OF AGENCY

Fhe only conception ot action that accords with our data is one according to

which people—and perhaps some other things too—are sometimes, but of
course not always, selt-determining beings; that is, beings that are sometimes
the causes of their own behavior. In the case of an action that is free, it must not
only be such that it is caused by the agent who performs it, but also such that no
antecedent conditions were sutficient for his performing just that action. In the
case of an action that is both free and rational, it must be such that the agent who
performed it did so for some reason, but this reason cannot have been the cause
of it.

Now, this conception tits what people take themselves to be—namely, be-
ings who act, or who are agents, rather than beings that are merely acted upon,
and whose behavior is simply the causal consequence of conditions that they
have not wrought. When | believe that | have done something, | do believe that
it was | who caused it to be done, | who made somcthm;ﬂ happcn, and not
merely something within me, such as one of my own subjective states, which is
not identical with myself. If I believe that something not identical with myself
was the cause of my behavior—some event wholly external to myself, for in-
stance, or even one internal to myself, such as a nerve impulse, volition, or what-
not-—then Fcannot regard that behavior as being an act of mine, unless | further
believe that 1 was the cause of that external or internal event. My pulse, for ex-
ample, is caused and regulated by certain conditions existing within me, and
not by myself. I do not, accordingly, regard this activity of my body as my ac-
tion, and would be no more tempted to do so it | became suddenly conscious
within myselt of those conditions or impulses that produce it. This is behavior
with which I have nothing to do, behavior that is not within my immediate con-
trol, behavior that is not only not tree activity, but not even the activity of an
agent to begin with; it is nothing but a mechanical reflex. Had | never learned
that my very life depends on this pulse beat,  would regard it with complete in-
ditterence, as something foreign to me, like the oscillations of a clock pendulum
that I idly contemplate.

Now this conception of activity, and of an agent who is the cause of it, in-
volves two rather strange metaphysical® notions that are never applied else-
where in nature. The first is that of a self or person—for example, a man—who
is not merely a collection of things or events, but a self-moving being. For on
this view it is a person, and not merely some part ot him or something within
him, that is the cause of his own activity. Now, we certainly do not know that
a human being is anvthing more than an assemblage of physical things and
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processes that act in accordance with those laws that describe the behavior of all
other physical things and processes. Even though he is a living being, of enor-
mous complexity, there is nothing, apart from the requirements of this theory,
to suggest that his behavior is so radically different in its origin from that of
other physical objects, or that an understanding of it must be sought in some
metaphysical realm wholly different from that appropriate to the understand-
ing of nonliving things.

Second, this conception of activity involves an extraordinary conception of
causation according to which an agent, which is a substance and not an event,
can nevertheless be the cause of an event. Indeed, if he is a free agent then he
can, on this conception, cause an event to occur—namely, some act of his own—
without anything else causing him to do so. This means that an agent is some-
times a cause, without being an antecedent sufficient condition; for if I affirm
that Lam the cause of some act of mine, then [ am plainly not saying that my very
existence is sufficient for its occurrence, which would be absurd. If I say that my
hand causes my pencil to move, then [am saying that the motion of my hand is,
under the other conditions then prevailing, sufficient for the motion of the pen-
cil. But if I then say that I cause my hand to move, [ am not saying anything re-
motely like this, and surely not that the motion of my self is sutficient for the
motion of my arm and hand, since these are the only things about me that are
moving,.

This conception of the causation of events by things that are notevents is, in
fact, so different from the usual philosophical conception of a cause that it
should not even bear the same name, for “being a cause” ordinarily just means
“being an antecedent sufticient condition or set of conditions.” Instead, then, of
speaking of agents as causing their own acts, it would perhaps be better to use
another word entirely, and say, for instance, that they originate them, initinte
them, or simply that they perform them.

Now this is, on the face of it, a dubious conception of what a person is. Yet
it is consistent with our data, reflecting the presuppositions of deliberation, and
appears to be the only conception that is consistent with them, as determinism
and simple indeterminism are not. The theory of agency avoids the absurdities
of simple indeterminism by conceding that human behavior is caused, while at
the same time avoiding the difficulties of determinism by denying that every
chain of causes and effects is infinite. Some such causal chains, on this view,
have beginnings, artd they begin with agents themselves. Mareover, if we are to
suppose that it is sometimes up to me what | do, and understand this in a sense
that is not consistent with determinism, we must suppose that I am an agent or
a being who initiates his own actions, sometimes under conditions that do not
determine what action I shall perform. Deliberation becomes, on this view,
something that is not only possible but quite rational, for it does make sense to
deliberate about activity that is truly my own and that depends in its outcome
upon me as its author, and not merely upon something more or less esoteric that
is supposed to be intimately associated with me, such as my thoughts, volitions,
choices, or whatnot.

One can hardly affirm such a theory of agency with complete comfort, how-
ever, and not wholly without embarrassment, for the conception of agents and
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their powers which is involved in it is strange indeed, if not positively mysterious.
In fact, one can hardly be blamed here for simply denying our data outright,
rather than embracing this theory to which they do most certainly point. Our
data—to the effect that we do sometimes deliberate before acting, and that,
when we do, we presuppose among other things that it is up to us what we are
going to do-—rest upon nothing more than fairly common consent. These data
might simply be illusions. It might, in fact, be that no one ever deliberates but
only imagines that he does, that from pure conceit he supposes himself to be the
master of his behavior and the author of his acts. Spinoza® has suggested that if
a stone, having been thrown into the air, were suddenly to become conscious, it
would suppose itself to be the source of its own motion, being then conscious of
what it was doing but not aware of the real cause of its behavior. Certainly we
are sometimes mistaken in believing that we are behaving as a result of choice de-
liberately arrived at. A man might, for example, easily imagine that his embark-
ing upon matrimony is the result of the most careful and rational deliberation,
when in fact the causes, perfectly sufficient for that behavior, might be of an en-
tirely physiological, unconscious origin. If it is sometimes false that we deliber-
ate and then act as the result of a decision deliberately arrived at, even when we
suppose it to be true, it might always be false. . . .

These are, then, dubitable conceptions, despite their being so well im-
planted in common sense. . . . Perhaps here, as elsewhere in metaphysics, we
should be content with discovering difficulties, with seeing what is and what is
not consistent with such convictions as we happen to have, and then drawing
such satisfaction as we can from the realization that, no matter where we begin,
the world is mysterious and that we who try to understand it are even more so.
This realization can, with some justification, make one feel wise, even in the full
realization of his ignorance.

NOTES

—

. ad infinitum: (Latin) “to infinity.” [D. C. ABEL]

2. metaphysical: relating to metaphysics, the study of the nature and kinds of rea-
lity. [D. C. ABEL]

3. Baruch (Benedict de) Spinoza (1632-1677) was a Dutch philosopher. [D. C.

ABEL}




