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Validity Workshop

‘Deductively valid’ and ‘deductively invalid’ are technical philosophical terms and it is important
that you come to understand them. They are used to describe arguments, so first we need an answer
to the question, ‘What is an argument?’.

An argument is a set (or group) of sentences. One of the sentences is the conclusion of
the argument and the other sentences are premises. The premises are supposed to support the
conclusion. The conclusion is the claim the argument is trying to convince you of.

An argument is deductively valid if, and only if, if the premises are all true then the
conclusion must be true as well. In other words, an argument is deductively valid if, and only
if, the conclusion follows from the premises and it is not possible for the premises to all be true and
the conclusion false. An argument is deductively invalid if, and only if, it is not deductively valid.

Two methods for showing an argument is deductively invalid:

1. Describe a possible situation in which the premises of the argument are true, but
the conclusion is false. If you can do this, the argument is deductively invalid.

2. Find another argument with the same form where the premises are true, in the
actual world, and the conclusion is false, in the actual world. If you can do this, the
argument is deductively invalid.

Although this worksheet is about deductive validity, it helps to introduce a contrasting term.
An argument is deductively sound if, and only if, it is deductively valid and all its
premises are true. A deductively valid argument, as we’ll see, can still be rubbish. This is because
it may start from false, even ridiculous assumptions. To be good a (deductive) argument must be
deductively sound.

It follows that there are two ways in which an argument can be deductively unsound (ie bad).
That is, deductive argument can go wrong in two different ways and it’s important, when you raise
an objection to an argument, to be clear which kind of problem you are raising. Here are the two
ways:

1. The argument is deductively unsound because it is deductively invalid. That is,
there’s something wrong with the logic — the conclusion doesn’t ‘follow’.

2. The argument is deductively unsound because one (or more) of the premises is
false.

If you can show either that a (deductive) argument is deductively invalid or that one of its
premises are false, you’ve shown it’s bad — you’ve shown this argument gives you no reason, by
itself, to accept its conclusion.
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Exercise 1

Decide whether each of the following arguments is deductively valid or deductively invalid:

(1) 1. Some Republicans are conservative.
2. Some conservatives dislike Bill Clinton.

3. Some Republicans dislike Bill Clinton.

(Be careful. Don’t conclude that the argument is deductively valid just because the premises and the
conclusion all happen to be true in the actual world. Use the definition and procedures above.)

(2) 1. Some dogs are animals.
2. Some animals have hooves.

3. Some dogs have hooves.

(Note that this argument has the same form as (1). What does this mean?)

(3) 1. If you’re in Chapel Hill, then you’re in North Carolina.
2. You’re in Chapel Hill.

3. You’re in North Carolina.

(For the purposes of these exercises, assume that ‘Chapel Hill’ refers to exactly one place and that
that place is in North Carolina.)

(4) 1. If you’re in Chapel Hill, then you’re in North Carolina.
2. You’re in North Carolina.

3. You’re in Chapel Hill.

(Question: what is the difference in structure between (3) and (4). Why does it matter?)

(5) 1. Pornography causes sexual violence.
2. This material caused sexual violence.

3. This material is pornography.
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(6) 1. Gunshots to the brain cause death.
2. This event caused death.

3. This event was a gunshot to the brain.

Exercise 2

Go back and, for each argument considered in the previous exercise, decide whether it is deductively
sound or deductively unsound.

Exercise 3

Supply a premise or premises to make the following arguments deductively valid. Don’t worry about
whether the premises you add are true, or even plausible. Just make each argument deductively
valid.

(1) 1. Abortion is the killing of a human being.
2. ????

3. Abortion is murder.

(2) 1. A woman has a right to control her own body.
2. ????

3. A woman has the right to an abortion.

(3) 1. Abortion is immoral.
2. ????

3. Abortion should be illegal.

(4) 1. People have a right to disagree about the morality of abortion.
2. ????

3. There should be no laws prohibiting abortion.



50 Doethineb Heb Atebion — Wisdom Without Answers

Exercise 4

Go back and, for each argument completed in the previous exercise, decide whether it is deductively
sound or deductively unsound.

Exercise 5

Give an example of an argument of each of the following types:

(1) Deductively invalid, all true premises, true conclusion.

1.

(2) Deductively invalid, one or more false premises, true conclusion.

1.

(3) Deductively valid, all false premises, false conclusion.

1.

Exercise 6

Go back and, for each argument constructed in the previous exercise, decide whether it is deductively
sound or deductively unsound.
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Epistemology

How do we know anything?
How do we know trees and planets exist when all the evidence we have is our experience of them?

Epistemology is the ‘theory of knowledge’. Epistemologists are concerned with such questions
as ‘what is knowledge?’, ‘what, if anything, can one know?’ and ‘how can one know it?’.

Particular kinds of epistemology ask questions about particular kinds of knowledge. For example,
moral epistemology might ask ‘how, if at all, can one know what morality requires?’.

Scepticism*, as the term is used in contemporary philosophy, is the view that human beings
cannot attain knowledge. At its most extreme, scepticism is the view that one can know nothing
(except, perhaps, that one can know nothing). More focused forms of scepticism concern specific
domains of enquiry. This week, we will focus on scepticism about the external world — that is, the
view that one cannot know what the external world is like or, indeed, that it exists at all.

The key readings for this week are Nagel’s ‘How Do We Know Anything?’ (1987, ch. 2) which
introduces key questions in epistemology, and an extract from Descartes’s Meditations (1988, AT
VII 17–25).

Descartes does not advocate scepticism. Rather, he tries to use a sceptical method to
establish knowledge. This procedure is set out in his six Meditations. The extracts assigned for this
week include the First and part of the Second Meditation. Here, Descartes introduces and starts to
apply his method. This is the first step in the process of establishing knowledge.

Descartes is a foundationalist*. He sees knowledge as analogous to a tower. Knowledge is
only as sure as the tower’s foundation. In order to secure knowledge, therefore, it is necessary to
knock down anything wobbly until a secure, stable foundation is found. Only then can knowledge
be rebuilt securely. If your tower is precarious partly because it is built on a foundation of sand,
shoring up the wobbliest bits is not a good solution — what you need to do instead is knock the
thing down, lay a secure foundation and then rebuild the tower.

Descartes is a rationalist*. That is, he thinks that reason can provide the foundation necessary
for knowledge. It is possible to be a foundationalist without being a rationalist. Hume is an example
of a different kind of foundationalist known as an empiricist*. He agrees with Descartes that
knowledge must be build on a solid foundation. Unlike Descartes, however, Hume argues that it is

Be
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Dodgy Foundation

Figure 1: A wobbly tower can only be truly secured by rebuilding it from the ground up.
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Figure 2: Two forms of epistemic foundationalism

experience, rather than reason, which can provide such a foundation. (See figure 2.)
Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in

order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1, 2, 5 and 9.

Thesis

1. What is Descartes’s main thesis or conclusion in the extract?

This is a sub-conclusion in the overall argument of the Meditations which Descartes thinks helps
to secure a rational foundation for all knowledge (2).

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

2. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding the passages
from Meditations. Your explanations should reflect Descartes’s use of the terms.

Argumentation

We begin with the First Meditation.

3. What is the purpose of the Meditations?
4. What method (or strategy) does Descartes adopt in the First Meditation?

This distinctive strategy is sometimes called the ‘Cartesian Method’ or the ‘Method of Doubt’.

5. Explain Descartes’s argument for doubting his grasp of arithmetical and geometrical truths
in the First Meditation (AT VII 21). (i) Begin by clarifying the conclusion of this part of
the argument. (ii) Then try to identify the premises Descartes relies on. (iii) How are those
premises supposed to support the conclusion? (iv) Are there any implicit premises? Implicit
premises are claims an author relies on but does not explicitly state. Explaining an argument
often requires making implicit premises explicit.
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6. What objections does Descartes consider in the First Meditation?

7. How does Descartes respond to those objections?

The final step in the First Mediation invokes ‘some malicious demon’.

8. What is the purpose of this evil demon?

Turning to the Second Meditation, we can now consider Descartes’s argument for the thesis identified
in question 1.

9. What reasons does Descartes give in support of the conclusion you identified in question 1?

This move is known as ‘the Cogito’ after Descartes’s famous statement of it, ‘Cogito ergo sum’ or ‘I
think therefore I am’. Note, however, that this form does not actually occur in the Meditations.

Evaluation

10. Is the argument you explained in question 5 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?

11. Are the reasons you identified in question 9 good ones? Is Descartes justified in accepting the
conclusion you identified in question 1? Why or why not?

Reflection

12. Is Descartes’s Method of Doubt a good strategy? Why or why not?

13. Why do you think Descartes wrote the Meditations in the first person?

There are various modern incarnations of Descartes’s evil demon. These appeal to the technological
creation of artificial — ‘virtual’ — realities.

Can one know, for example, that one is not a brain-in-a-vat? Imagine a human brain in a warm
nutrient bath (the ‘vat’). The brain is wired up to an extremely capable computer which has been
programmed to feed it experiences and to respond flexibly to the outputs it receives back from the
brain. For example, the computer might feed it signals which cause the brain to experience the beach
on a fine, cool spring day. The brain might decide to ‘walk’ along the beach and would send signals
as if to limbs directing them to move. In response, the computer would gradually adapt the signals
sent to the brain to simulate the experience of walking along the beach. If it simulated a beautiful
shell, the brain might direct its ‘arm’ to move down to pick it up. In response, the computer would
simulate the feel of the sand on skin, the smoothness of the shell and so on. The sceptic claims that
you cannot know that you are not actually a brain-in-a-vat and that your inability to rule out this
possibility shows that you do not know that the external world corresponds in any way to the reality
you perceive (see figure 3).

The Matrix presents another modern-take on Descartes’s evil demon scenario. The film depicts a
world in which humans are denied contact with the external world by computers who feed them an
artificially constructed reality. Again, the sceptic will argue that you cannot rule out the possibility
that you are in fact in The Matrix and that, consequently, you cannot know anything about the
external world.

As should be clear by now, scepticism about the external world is typically supported by an
argument of roughly the following form:
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Image credit:Brain in a Vat (was a bee 2006)

Figure 3: Can I know that I am not a brain-in-a-vat?

1. I can only rule out a sceptical scenario as describing the actual world by appealing to my actual
experiences and/or using reason.

2. If sceptical scenario S were actually the case, my experiences would be identical to my actual
experiences.

3. I cannot appeal to my actual experiences to rule out S. (From 2.)

4. I cannot rule out S using reason (contra Descartes).

5. I cannot rule out S. (From 1, 3, 4.)

6. I can know something about the external world only if I can rule out S.

7. I cannot know anything about the external world. (From 5, 6.)

Further Reading
Descartes’s Meditations is essential reading (1988). The ‘Objections and Replies’ may also be of

interest. Descartes engaged in sustained correspondence with several thinkers, including Princess
Elisabeth. Their correspondence is worth further exploration, and we will look at a little of it when
we examine the mind-body problem (2010/2015). Smullyan’s ‘An Epistemological Nightmare’ is
both entertaining and insightful (1981).
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Glossary
empiricism

The view that knowledge is grounded in experience. One knows things because one observes the
world. The basis of knowledge is thus empirical*. Some empiricists allow that one may use
reason to infer further claims on the basis of those known as a result of experience. Empiricism
is one form of foundationalism*. Cf. rationalism*.

foundationalism
The view that knowledge is built upon a foundation of some kind. The foundation consists of
the most basic, fundamental knowledge — things that can be known independently of other
knowledge. Knowledge which depends on this foundation is then built up in the same way that
a tower is built layer-upon-layer on top of its foundations. Empiricism* and rationalism*
are examples of foundationalist accounts of knowledge.

rationalism
The view that knowledge is grounded in reason. One’s knowledge is acquired within a rational
framework which enables one to acquire knowledge about the world. Reason provides the
foundations of knowledge and it is reason which enables one to use one’s experiences to acquire
further knowledge. Rationalism is one form of foundationalism*. Cf. empiricism*.

scepticism
In contemporary philosophy, the view that nothing can be known either within a certain area
of enquiry or about anything at all. The latter view is sometimes called global scepticism.
Scepticism about the external world is the view that nothing can be known about the world
beyond one’s own sensations and experiences..
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God

Does God exist?
Can God’s existence be proved? Is Descartes’ reasoning circular?

God has been, and continues to be, the subject of much philosophical speculation. The idea of God
raises questions which touch on a wide range of subjects in philosophy, including epistemology,

metaphysics, ethics, the philosophy of language, logic and social and political philosophy.
For example, the idea of God at the heart of the Abrahamic, monotheistic religious traditions raises
questions about the status of logic and mathematics: could God have made it the case that 2+2 = 5?
Could God make it true that P and not − P at the same time?

At this point, we are primarily concerned with epistemic and metaphysical questions, and our
focus will be on a particular subset of these. Later in the course, we will return to these and touch
on some of the ethical issues involved as well. Our particular focus this week is on the question, does
God exist? More specifically, can God’s existence be proven?

There are two or three especially famous arguments for, and at least one against, the existence of
God. The best known arguments for the existence of God are probably the first cause argument,
the ontological argument and the argument from design. The best known argument against
God’s existence is probably the problem of evil.

Descartes gives at least two arguments for the existence of God in the Meditations. The first,
sometimes called the ‘trademark’ argument, is set out in the Third Meditation. This argument
relies on Scholastic distinctions and is of primarily historical interest. The other is the ontological
argument, developed earlier by Anselm, and set out by Descartes in the Fifth Meditation (1988, AT
VII 65–68). Modified versions of this argument continue to be defended today, and it is the focus of
this week’s reading and discussion.

Preparation for this week’s class involves reading and writing. In addition to completing the
assigned reading, please bring a draft of Paper 1 to class in preparation for our first
writing workshop.

The key reading for this week consists of further excerpts from Descartes’s Meditations, with a
particular focus on the Fifth Meditation (1988, AT VII 34–36, par. ending 38/beginning 39, 64 first
full par. – 71 first full par.).

Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in
order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1–3. These questions will be of particular help
in preparing for the writing workshop and Paper 1.

Thesis

1. What is Descartes’s main thesis or conclusion in the Fifth Meditation (1988)?

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

2. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding this week’s
reading. Your explanations should reflect the author’s use of the terms.
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Argumentation

3. Explain Descartes’s argument for the thesis you identified in question 1. (i) Begin by clarifying
the conclusion which you identified. (ii) Then try to identify the premises Descartes relies
on. (iii) How are those premises supposed to support the conclusion? (iv) Are there any
implicit premises? Implicit premises are claims an author relies on but does not explicitly
state. Explaining an argument often requires making implicit premises explicit.

Evaluation

4. Is the argument you explained in question 3 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?

Reflection

5. Does Descartes’s project of setting knowledge on a firm foundation depend on a successful proof
of God’s existence? Why or why not?

The Ontological Argument
There are various forms of the ontological argu-

Image credit:, Pegasus

Figure 4: Define ‘Superpegasus’ as a being
just like Pegasus except that Superpegasus
has the property of actual existence.

ment but the basic idea is to note that, by definition,
our concept of God is of a being such that no more per-
fect being can be imagined. For example, God is om-
nibenevolent (perfectly good), omniscient (perfectly
knowledgeable), omnipotent (perfectly powerful) and
so on. So no being who was only imperfectly good
or merely imperfectly knowledgeable would count as
God. Now suppose that God is non-existent. In that
case, we can imagine a being more perfect than God,
namely one with all of God’s perfections who is also
existent. So our supposition implies that God is a
being such that we can imagine a more perfect one.
This yields a contradiction: God must be both a being
such that no more perfect being can be imagined and
a being such that a more perfect one can be imagined.
Hence, our supposition that God is non-existent must
be rejected. Therefore, God must exist.

For an overview of the issues raised by Descartes’s
discussion, see Cottingham’s accessible introduction
to Descartes’ philosophy (1986). One problem is that
the argument appears to prove too much (figure 4;
Cottingham 1986, 62). Although this objection does
not identify a flaw in the argument — it does not tell
us what is wrong with it — it does suggest that the
argument is flawed — that there must be something

wrong with it.
Further Reading

The issues raised by Descartes are explored from a variety of perspectives in Philosophers Without
Gods: Meditations on Atheism and the Secular Life (Antony 2007). Although the anthology is
limited to the views of atheist philosophers, many of them report experiences of, and feelings about,
religious faith and community which differ significantly from Descartes’s own.
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The Mind-Body Problem

What are minds?
Are our minds identical with our brains? How could grey squidgy stuff experience the exquisite sound of Bach?

The mind-body problem concerns the relationship of the mental to the physical. That is, it
is concerned with the problem of explaining how physical organisms can have minds. The

mind-body problem arises independently of doubts about the existence of the external world. It
arises as soon as you accept that you yourself have both a body and a mind.

Human beings have bodies made of what appears to be purely physical stuff. Science provides
us with ever increasing knowledge of how our bodies work on a physical level. For example, we
understand how the body absorbs oxygen, digests food and eliminates waste. We have a grasp —
albeit it a somewhat crude one — of how we get sick and of how our bodies fight infection. But we
also know that human beings have minds. We have conscious experiences — there is something it is
like to be a human being whereas there is nothing at all it is like (so far as we know) to be a table
lamp or a parachute. How is this possible? How can embodied creatures have conscious experiences?
How can there be something it is like to be a human being?

The key readings for this week are Nagel’s ‘The Mind-Body Problem’ (1987, ch. 4), excerpts from
Descartes’s Second and Sixth Meditations (1988, AT VII 25–29, 78, 80 last par., 81 first par., 85
end, 86 first two pars.) and excerpts from his correspondence with Princess Elisabeth (Descartes
and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia 2010/2015).

Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in
order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1, 2, 3 and 4. Questions 2–4 focus on the
excerpts from Descartes’s Meditations.

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

1. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding this week’s
readings. Your explanations should reflect the authors’ use of the terms.

Thesis

2. What is the main thesis or conclusion of the argument Descartes sets out in the Second
Meditation at AT VII 25–29 beginning with ‘But I do not yet have a sufficient understanding
of what this “I” is,. . . ’ and ending with ‘. . . and in this restricted sense of the term it is simply
thinking’ (1988)?

Argumentation

3. Explain Descartes’s argument for the thesis you identified in question 2. (i) Begin by clarifying
the conclusion of this part of Descartes’s argument which you identified earlier. (ii) Then try
to identify the premises Descartes relies on. (iii) How are those premises supposed to support
the conclusion? (iv) Are there any implicit premises? Implicit premises are claims an author
relies on but does not explicitly state. Explaining an argument often requires making implicit
premises explicit.
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Figure 5: Can the Cartesian dualist explain the interaction of mind and body?

Note that authors often include digressions and discussions which may help readers to understand
their overall view or to locate that view in a wider debate, but which may not be part of the current
argument. In explaining a particular argument, it is crucial to distinguish what is part of the
argument itself from what is not.

Evaluation

4. Is the argument you explained in question 3 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?

Reflection

5. What is the relationship between your mind and your body?
6. Does the way we answer question 5 affect the sceptical challenge posed by the problem of other

minds?

Descartes argues that the universe contains exactly two fundamental sorts of thing: mind-things
and body-things (1988, AT VIIIA 23). Minds (or ‘souls’) are immaterial, non-extended, indivisible
and not located in space. Their essential property is thinking. Bodies, in contrast, are material (that is,
physical), extended, divisible and spatially located. Not only do bodies not think, they are essentially
non-thinking. They cannot think. Nonetheless, Descartes recognises that the body and mind of a
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Figure 6: Three kinds of theory of mind

human being interact. This theory of mind is known as Cartesian dualism. ‘Cartesian’ is simply
derived from ‘Descartes’ and ‘dualism’ simply indicates the claim that there are fundamentally two
kinds of stuff rather than one or thirty-three.

Among other concerns, Princess Elisabeth lays out one of the major challenges to Descartes’s
theory. Namely, it is not at all clear how two such different sorts of stuff could possibly interact in the
way the theory requires (figure 5). Descartes thought that the interaction took place via the pineal
gland because this part of the brain had no known function at the time he wrote. This proposal
was a reasonable one granted that some location in the brain must be the point of interaction.
However, it does not answer the fundamental question which was not ‘Which specific part of the brain
enables interaction with the mind?’ but, rather, ‘How could any part of a purely physical, extended,
spatially-located brain enable interaction with an immaterial, non-extended, non-spatially-located
mind?’

Monism avoids the interaction problem by postulating only one kind of stuff (figure 6).
Physicalism is a form of monism which claims that everything in the universe is physical. This
raises the problem discussed by Nagel: how can purely physical stuff have conscious experiences?
Idealism is an alternative form of monism which claims that everything in the universe is mental.
One problem for this strategy is to explain our experiences as of physical objects, given that such
objects do not exist.

Further Reading
Descartes’s Meditations is essential reading (1988). The ‘Objections and Replies’ may also be of

interest. Descartes’s correspondence with Princess Elisabeth should also reward further exploration
(Descartes and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia 2010/2015). Smullyan’s ‘An Unfortunate Dualist’ raises
an objection to dualism in the form of a provocative and entertaining story (1981). Dennett’s ‘Where
Am I?’ is also worth reading (1981). Nagel discusses the problem of explaining the what-it-is-likeness
further in ‘What Is It Like to Be a Bat?’ (1974).
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Selections from Correspondence between Descartes and
Princess Elisabeth

René Descartes and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia

Edition Notes

These excerpts are from the first eight pages of Jonathan Bennett’s digitised and edited translation of Descartes
and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia’s correspondence1.

— Clea F. Rees

Elisabeth writes on 6.v.1643:

When I heard that you had planned to visit me a few days ago, I was •elated by your kind willingness
to share yourself with an ignorant and headstrong person, and •saddened by the misfortune of missing
such a profitable conversation. When M. Pollot [a friend of Descartes and of the Princess] took me through the
solutions you had given him for some obscurities in Regius’s physics, that increased my regret at missing
you, because I’d have learned them better from you directly. And direct contact would have given me
something else. When Professor Regius was here in The Hague, I put to him a question that he said would
be better answered by you. I am shy about my disorderly writing style, which is why I haven’t before now
written to you asking for this favour.

[In her next sentence, the Princess relies on a theory about soul-on-body according to which the soul’s thoughts are

passed on to the ‘spirits’–components of the body–which then cause overt bodily movements. See also note after the end of

this paragraph.] But today M. Pollot has given me such assurance of your good-will towards everyone and
especially towards me that I have overcome my inhibitions and come right out with ·the question I put to
the Professor, namely·:

Given that the soul of a human being is only a thinking substance, how can it a�ect the bodily spirits, in
order to bring about voluntary actions?

·The question arises· because it seems that how a thing moves depends solely on (i) how much it is pushed,
(ii) the manner in which it is pushed, or (iii) the surface-texture and shape of the thing that pushes it.
[That version of (1) is a guess, based on the guess that pulsion should have been impulsion.] The first two of those require
contact between the two things, and the third requires that the causally active thing be extended. Your
notion of the soul entirely excludes extension, and it appears to me that an immaterial thing can’t possibly

1René Descartes and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia. Correspondence between Descartes and Princess Elisabeth. Ed. and trans. by
Jonathan Bennett. Early Modern Texts, 2010/2015. url: http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/authors/descartes.html.

— 1 —
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touch anything else. So I ask you for a definition of the soul that homes in on its nature more thoroughly
than does the one you give in your Meditations, i.e. I want one that characterizes what it •is as distinct
from what it •does (namely to think). It looks as though human souls can exist without thinking–e.g. in
an unborn child or in someone who has a great fainting spell–but even if that is not so, and the soul’s
intrinsic nature and its thinking are as inseparable as God’s attributes are, we can still get a more perfect
idea of both of them by considering them separately. ·In writing to you like this· I am freely exposing to
you the weaknesses of my soul’s speculations; but I know that you are the best physician for my soul, and
I hope that you will observe the Hippocratic oath and supply me with remedies without making them
public. [She is referring to an oath traditionally associated with Hippocrates, a pioneer of medicine in the 4th century BCE,

which includes this: ‘All that may come to my knowledge in the exercise of my profession or in daily commerce with men, which

ought not to be spread abroad, I will keep secret and will never reveal.’]

[The French word for the bodily ‘spirits’ referred to in that paragraph is esprit. That word can also mean ‘mind’, and is thus

translated wherever that is appropriate in this version, e.g. in Descartes’s reference to the Princess’s ‘incomparable mind’ on

page 4. When he or the Princess is writing about the mind in a weightily theoretical way–e.g. discussing inter-action between

mind and body–they use not esprit but âme, usually translated by ‘soul’. The link between âme and ‘soul’ will be preserved

throughout this version; but remember that these uses of ‘soul’ have little if any theological content and are, nearly always,

merely high-flown ways of saying ‘mind’.]

Descartes writes on 21.v.1643:

[He starts by praising the Princess’s favour of writing to him. When they have met, he says, he has been so dazzled by

her combination of intelligence and beauty that he couldn’t converse well. He continues:] No doubt you have noticed
this, and have kindly wanted to help me with this by leaving me the traces of your thoughts on paper. I
have now read them several times and become accustomed to thinking about them, with the result that
I am indeed less dazzled, but am correspondingly more admiring when I see that these thoughts seem
ingenious at a first reading and appear increasingly judicious and solid the more I examine them.

In view of my published writings, the question that can most rightly be asked is the very one that you
put to me. All the knowledge we can have of the human soul depend on two facts about it: (1) the fact
that it thinks, and (2) the fact that being united to the body it can act and be acted on along with it.
[For ‘act’ French has agir and for ‘be acted on’ it has pâtir, for which there is no equivalent verb in English. The verb-pair

agir–pâtir

is linked to the English noun-pair

‘agent’–‘patient’

in a now-obsolete sense of ‘patient’, and to the noun-pair

‘action’–‘passion’

in a now-obsolete sense of ‘passion’, and to the adjective-pair

‘active’–‘passive’

with meanings that are still current.]

I have said almost nothing about 2, focussing entirely on making 2 better understood. That is because
my principal aim was to show that the soul is distinct from the body, and 2 was helpful in showing this
whereas 2 could have been harmful ·clouding the issue, distracting the reader ·. But I can’t hide anything
from eyesight as sharp as yours! So I’ll try here to explain how I conceive of the soul’s union with the body
and how it has the power to move the body.

I start by focussing on the fact that we have certain basic notions that are like templates on the pattern
of which we form all our other knowledge. There are very few of these. In addition to the most general
ones–

(1) the notions of being, number, duration, etc.
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–which apply to everything we can conceive, we have for the body in particular

(2) only the notion of extension, from which follow the notions of shape and movement;

and for the soul alone

(3) only the notion of thought, which includes ·the notions of· the perceptions of the understanding and
the inclinations of the will;

and finally, for the soul and the body together

(4) only the notion of their union, on which depends the notion of the soul’s power to move the body
and the body’s power to act on the soul in causing its sensations and passions.

I observe next that all secure, disciplined human knowledge consists only in keeping these notions well
apart from one another, and applying each of them only to the things that it is right for. [Throughout this
letter, phrases about a notion’s being ‘right for’ x translate French uses of appartenir à, literally meaning that the notion belongs

to x.] When we try to explain some di�culty by means of a notion that isn’t right for it, we are bound to go
wrong; just as we are when we try to explain ·or define· one of these notions in terms of another, because
each of them is basic and thus can be understood only through itself. The use of the senses has made our
notions of extension, shapes and movements much more familiar to us than our other notions, and just
because of that the principal cause of our errors lies in our commonplace attempts to use these notions
to explain things that they aren’t right for. For example, when we try to use the imagination to conceive
the nature of the soul, or when we try to conceive how the soul moves the body in terms of how a body
moves a body.

In the Meditations, which you were good enough to read, I tried to make conceivable 3 the notions that
are right for the soul alone, distinguishing them from 3 the ones that are right for the body alone; so the
first thing that I ought to explain now is how to conceive 3 the notions that are right for the union of the
soul with the body, separately from 3 and 3. It seems to me that what I wrote at the end of my response
to the Sixth Objections can help with that; for we can’t look for these simple notions anywhere except in
our soul, which naturally contains them all, though it doesn’t always (i) distinguish them from one another
or (ii) apply them to the objects to which they ought to be applied.

Thus, I think we have until now (i) confused the notion of •the soul’s power to act on the body with
•the body’s power to act on other bodies, and have (ii) applied them (not to the soul, for we haven’t yet
known the soul, but) to various qualities of bodies–weight, heat, and so on–which we have imagined to be
real, i.e. to have an existence distinct from that of the body ·that has them·, and thus to be •substances
though we have called them •‘qualities’.
[ Descartes here uses ‘real’–réelles, which comes from the Latin res = ‘thing’–as a way of saying that we have imagined these
•qualities to be •things. He is referring scornfully to a philosophical theory that implies things like this: When cold x is placed
on red-hot y, some of y’s heat passes over into x. It’s not just that y cools by as much as x heats up, but the very same individual
instance of heat that y has is acquired by x. This theory distinguishes three items:

a concrete particular: the red-hot plate y
an abstract universal: heat
an abstract particular: the heat of y.

Descartes always rejected this theory of ‘real qualities’, saying that in treating an individual package (so to speak) of heat as

being possessed first by y and then by x you are treating it as a thing, a substance. ]

Trying to understand weight, heat and the rest, we have applied to them •sometimes notions that we have
for knowing body and •sometimes ones that we have for knowing the soul, depending on whether we were
attributing to them something material or something immaterial. Take for example what happens when
we suppose that weight is a ‘real quality’ about which we know nothing except that it has the power to
move the body that has it toward the centre of the earth. ·How do we think that the weight of a rock
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moves the rock downwards·? We don’t think that this happens through a real contact of one surface
against another ·as though the weight was a hand pushing the rock downwards·! But we have no di�culty
in conceiving how it moves the body, nor how the weight and the rock are connected, because we find
from our own inner experience that we ·already· have a notion that provides just such a connection. But I
believe we are misusing this notion when we apply it to weight–which, as I hope to show in my Physics, is
not a thing distinct from the body that has it. For I believe that this notion was given to us for conceiving
how the soul moves the body.

If I make this explanation any longer I’ll be doing an injustice to your incomparable mind, whereas if I
let myself think that what I have written so far will be entirely satisfactory to you I’ll be guilty of egotism.
I’ll try to steer between these by saying just this: if I can write or say something that could please you, I
will always take it as a great honour to take up a pen or to go to The Hague [where Elisabeth was living at this

time] for that purpose. . . . But I can’t find here ·in your letter· anything that brings into play the Hippocratic
oath that you put to me, because everything in the letter deserves to be seen and admired by everyone.
·Still, I will conform to the oath·! Your letter is infinitely precious to me, and I’ll treat it in the way misers
do their treasures: the more they value them the more they hide them, grudging the sight of them to rest
of the world and placing their supreme happiness in looking at them. . . .

Elisabeth writes on 10.vi.1643:

Your goodness shows not only in your (of course) pointing out and correcting the faults in my reasoning
but also in your using false praise. . . .so as to make the faults less distressing to me. The false praise wasn’t
necessary: the life I live here. . . .has made me so familiar with my faults that the thought of them doesn’t
make me feel anything beyond the desire to remedy them.

So I am not ashamed to admit that I have found in myself all the causes of error the you mention in
your letter, and that I can’t yet banish them entirely. That’s because the life that I am constrained to lead
doesn’t let me free up enough time to acquire a habit of meditation in accordance with your rules. The
interests of my house (which I must not neglect) and conversations and social obligations (which I can’t
avoid), inflict so much annoyance and boredom on this weak mind ·of mine· that it is useless for anything
else for a long time afterward. [By ‘my house’ she means the semi-royal family to which she belongs. Her father had been

raised in 1620 from his semi-royal status to the title of King of Bohemia, then in a matter of months he lost his kingdom (to the

Holy Roman Empire) and the other lands he had ruled (to Spain). He and some of his family took refuge in The Hague, where

they were joined by Elisabeth and some of her siblings in the late 1620s. Her father died in battle (fighting on behalf of the King

of Sweden) in 1632. The exiled fatherless family was in some ways politically engaged and politically prominent; it was not

wealthy.] I hope that this will excuse my stupid inability to grasp ·what you want me to grasp·. I don’t see
how

(1) the idea that you used to have about weight

can guide us to

(2) the idea we need in order to judge how the (nonextended and immaterial) soul can move the body.

·To put some flesh on the bones of my di�culty·: I don’t see why we should be persuaded that

(a) a body can be pushed by some immaterial thing

by

(b) the ·supposed· power to carry the body toward the centre of the earth, the ‘power’ that you used
wrongly to attribute to weight which you ·wrongly· took to be a ·real· quality;

rather than being confirmed in the view that

(c) a body cannot be pushed by some immaterial thing
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by the demonstration, which you promise in your physics, that

(d) the way weight operates is nothing like 4.

The old idea about weight may be a fiction produced by ignorance of what really moves rocks toward the
centre of the earth (it can’t claim the special guaranteed truthfulness that the idea of God has!). ·And if we
are going to try theorising about the cause of weight·, the argument might go like this:

No material cause ·of weight· presents itself to the senses, so this power must be due to the contrary of what
is material, i.e. to an immaterial cause.

But I’ve never been able to conceive of ‘what is immaterial’ in any way except as ·the bare negative· ‘what is
not material’, and that can’t enter into causal relations with matter!

I have to say that I would find it easier to concede matter and extension to the soul than to concede
that an immaterial thing could move and be moved by a body. On the one side, if the soul moves the body
through information [French word], the spirits would have to think, and you say that nothing of a bodily kind
thinks. On the other side, you show in your Meditations that the body could move the soul, and yet it
is hard to understand that a soul (as you have described souls), having become able and accustomed to
reasoning well, can lose all that because of some vaporous condition of the body; and that a soul that can
exist without the body, and that has nothing in common with the body, is so governed by it.

But now that you have undertaken to instruct me, I entertain these views only as friends whom I don’t
expect to keep ·as friends·, assuring myself that you will explain the nature of an immaterial substance and
the manner in which it acts and is acted on in the body, making as good a job of this as of all the other
things that you have undertaken to teach.

Descartes writes on 28.vi.1643:

I am very obliged to you for your patient willingness to hear me out on a subject which I presented so
badly in my previous letter, giving me a chance to fill the gaps in that letter. The chief ones, it seems to
me, are these two: (1) After distinguishing three sorts of ideas or basic notions each of which is known in
its own special way and not by a comparison with the others–i.e. our notions of the soul, of the body, and
of the soul’s union with the body–I ought to have explained the di�erences among these three sorts of
notions and among the operations of the soul through which we have them, and to have said how we
make each of them familiar and easy to us. (2) After saying why I brought in the comparison with weight,
I ought to have made clear that although one may wish to think of the soul as material (which strictly
speaking is just to conceive its union with the body), that wouldn’t stop one from realizing that the soul is
separable from the body. I think that those cover everything that you asked me to do in your letter.

First, then, I notice this big di�erence amongst these three sorts of notions: •The soul is conceived
only by the pure intellect; •the body–i.e. extension, shapes and motions–can also be known by the intellect
alone, but the knowledge is much better when the intellect is aided by the imagination; and finally the
knowledge we get of •what belongs to the soul’s union with the body is a very dark a�air when it comes
from the intellect (whether alone or aided by the imagination), but it is very bright when the senses have a
hand in it. [‘Dark’ and ‘Bright’ translate adverbs related to the adjectives obscur and clair. To translate the latter as ‘clear’

is often wrong: it makes poor sense of many things that Descartes says using clair, most notably of his saying that pain is

always clair, this being his explanation of what clair means! His famous emphasis on ideas that are claires et distinctes calls for

ideas that are vivid and clear (in that order).] That’s why people who never come at things in a theoretical way
and use only their senses have no doubt that the soul moves the body and that the body acts on the
soul. They regard soul and body as a single thing, i.e. they conceive their union. ·I equate those· because
conceiving the union between two things is conceiving them as one single thing. Metaphysical thoughts,
which exercise the unaided intellect, serve to familiarize us with the notion of the soul; and the study of
mathematics, which mainly employs the imagination (in thinking about shapes and motions), accustoms us
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to form very clear notions of body. But what teaches us how to conceive the soul’s union with the body
is •the ordinary course of life and conversation and •not meditating or studying things that exercise the
imagination.

Please don’t think that I am joking; I have and always will have too much respect for you to do that. It
really is true that the chief rule that I keep to in my studies–the rule that I think has helped me most in
my gaining a bit of knowledge–has been this:

I never spend more than a few hours a •day in the thoughts involving the imagination, or more than a few
hours a •year on thoughts that involve the intellect alone. I give all the rest of my time to the relaxation of
the senses and the repose of the mind.

[Descartes writes of giving time to the relâche des sens which could mean ‘resting the senses’ but probably means ‘resting in ways

that involve the senses’.] I count among imagination-involving activities all serious conversations and anything
that needs to be done with attention. This is why I have retired to the country. In the busiest city in the
world I could have as many hours to myself as I now employ in study, but I couldn’t make such good use of
them when my mind was tired by the attention I’d had to give to everyday life’s bustling tangles. I take the
liberty of telling you this as an admiring tribute to your ability–in the midst of all the business and cares
that come to people who combine great minds with high birth–to apply your mind to the •meditations
needed to appreciate the soul’s distinctness from the body.

·I wrote as I did because· I judged that it was these •meditations, rather than those other intellectually
less demanding thoughts, that led you to find obscurity in our notion of their union; because it seems to
me that the human mind can’t conceive

the soul’s (a) distinctness from the body and its (b) union with the body,

conceiving them very clearly and both at the same time. That is because this requires one to conceive
them as 6 one single thing and at the same time as 6 two things, which is contradictory. ·When I wrote
my letter· I thought you still had at the forefront of your mind the reasons which prove that 6 the soul
is distinct from the body; and I didn’t want to ask you to push them aside so as to bring to the fore the
notion of 6 their union that everyone always experiences within himself without philosophizing–·simply·
by knowing that he is a single person who has both body and thought whose natures are such that this
thought can move the body and can sense what happens to the body. That is why in my letter I brought in
a comparison with weight and the other qualities that we commonly imagine to be united to some bodies
just as thought is united to our own. It was an imperfect comparison, because weight and those other
qualities are not ‘real’ though we imagine them as being so [See note on page 3]; but I wasn’t troubled by that
because I thought that you were already completely convinced that the soul is a substance distinct from
body.

But since you remark that it is easier to attribute matter and extension to the soul than to credit it with
the capacity to move and be moved by the body without having matter, please feel free to attribute this
matter and extension to the soul–because that’s what it is to conceive it as united to the body. Once you
have formed a proper conception of this and experienced it in yourself, you’ll find it easy to realize that

• the matter you’ll have attributed to a thought is not the thought itself, and

• the extension of this matter is of a di�erent nature from the extension of this thought (because the
former is pinned to a definite location which it occupies so as to keep out all other bodily extension,
which is not the case with the latter).

So you won’t find it hard to return to the knowledge of the soul’s distinctness from the body in spite of
having conceived their union.
[Four points about the above indented passage. •The switch from ‘soul’ to ‘thought’ is Descartes’s; you might like to think about
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why he switched. •The passage may explain why Descartes has spoken of ‘attributing matter to the soul’ rather than, more

naturally, ‘attributing materiality to the soul’. Could the indented passage be rewritten so as not to need the concrete noun

‘matter’? •What Descartes says about ‘the extension of this matter’ is what he would say about the extension of any matter. •Is

Descartes implying that thoughts do have extension, though not the Other extended things: Keep out! kind of extension that

bodies have?]

I believe that it is very necessary to have properly understood the principles of metaphysics •once in a
lifetime, because they are what give us knowledge of God and of our soul. I also think that ·someone’s·
•frequently focussing his intellect on them would be very harmful, because it would unfit him for handling
well the functions of the imagination and the senses. The best course, I think, is to settle for keeping
in one’s memory and one’s belief-system the conclusions that one did once drawn from metaphysical
principles, and then employ the rest of one’s study time to thoughts in which the intellect co-operates with
the imagination and the senses.

My great devotion to your service makes me hope that my frankness won’t displease you. I would
have written at greater length, trying to clear up all at once the di�culties you have raised, if it weren’t
that. . . .and then he reports on the distractions of a legal problem arising from a public dispute he has
had with Gisbertus Voetius, a Dutch theologian who had attacked Descartes and arranged for a formal
denunciation of his philosophy at the University of Utrecht, of which he was the head].

Elisabeth writes on 1.vii.1643:

I gather that the high value I put on your teachings, and my desire to profit from them, haven’t put
you to as much trouble as you have had from the ingratitude of people who deprive themselves of your
teachings and want to deprive the human race of them. I wasn’t going to send you ·my last letter·–new
evidence of my ignorance!–until I heard that you were done with those obstinate dogmatists; but M. Van
Bergen kindly agreed to stay on in town here until he could have ·and take to you· a reply to your letter of
28 June–which gives me a clear view of the three kinds of notions we have, their objects, and how we
should make use of them–and that obliged me to get on with it.

I find ·from your letter· that the senses show me that the soul moves the body, but as for how it does
so, the senses tell me nothing about that, any more than the intellect and the imagination do. This leads
me to think that the soul has properties that we don’t know–which might overturn your doctrine, of which
I was persuaded by your excellent arguments in the Meditations, that the soul is not extended. This doubt
seems to be supported by the rule that you give there for handling issues of truth and falsity, ·saying· that
all our errors come from our forming judgments about things that we don’t perceive well enough. Although
extension is not necessary to •thought, it isn’t inconsistent with it either; so it may flow from •something
else that the soul does that is no less essential to it ·than thought is·. [In that sentence, ‘flow from’ is a guess. The

original has duire à, which isn’t French. The great Descartes editors Adam and Tannery conjecture nuire à = ‘clash with’, but

that reverses what seems clearly to be the main thrust of what the Princess is saying.] At least it–·the thesis that the
soul is extended·–pulls down the ·self·-contradictory doctrine of the scholastics that the soul is entirely
present in the whole body and entirely present in each of its parts. As for the thesis itself, I plead guilty to
having confused the notion of the soul with that of the body for the same reason that the vulgar do; but
this ·acknowledgment of error· still leaves me with my initial doubt, ·i.e. my thinking that perhaps after all
the soul is extended·, and if you–who single-handedly kept me from being a sceptic–don’t clear away this
doubt to which my first reasoning carried me, I’ll lose hope of ever being certain of anything.

I owe you this confession. . . ., but I would think it very imprudent if I didn’t already know–from my own
experience and from your reputation–that your kindness and generosity are equal to the rest of your merits.
You couldn’t have matched up to your reputation in a more obliging way than through the clarifications
and advice you have given to me, which I prize among the greatest treasures I could have.

The letters of xi.1643:

[No reply by Descartes to the foregoing letter has been found.]
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Free Will

How free are we?
Did you freely choose to take this class? What if your choice could be predicted before your birth?

Free will is a philosophical puzzle which appears to have profound implications for our social,
ethical and political practices, as well as our conception of ourselves and sense of personal

identity. Our ordinary practices seem to assume that human actions and choices are free. Our
practices of praising and blaming people, of prosecuting and punishing them, for example, seem to
depend on our believing them to have acted well or badly of their own free will (figure 7).

To see this, think about the kinds of cases in which we don’t

Image credit:May

Figure 7: Praise and blame
seem to presuppose free will.

think it appropriate to praise or blame people, or which provide
legal defences in case of prosecution. If somebody holds a gun to
your head and threatens to kill you if you do not strangle your
neighbour’s cat, for example, we would not generally blame you for
strangling your neighbour’s cat. ‘She had no choice,’ we might later
say, ‘She had to do it’. Presumably we do not mean this literally:
after all, you could choose to die rather than strangle the cat. So
you do have a choice and you don’t have to strangle the cat in the
sense that you have to kick the doctor who hits your knee with a
hammer. Strangling the cat is not something your hands do of their
own accord. What, then, do we mean when we say that you didn’t
have a choice? Probably what we mean is that your choice was not
free. You did not act of your own free will.

The trouble is that this idea seems to be fraught with difficulties
when examined in any detail. Moreover, the difficulties appear to
have implications beyond philosophical reflection. Unlike worries
about the existence of the external world, doubts about other people’s
minds and the difficulties involved in explaining how mere meat can
be conscious, the problem of free will* threatens our ethical and political relations with one another.

Suppose the external world does not exist or only I have a mind. Does it do any harm if I carry
on as if the world does exist? Or if I treat you as if you do have a mind? In either case, my ignoring
the sceptical challenge seems relatively harmless. (Certainly it seems I cannot be harming anybody
else!) Similarly, the mind-body problem is certainly an intriguingly knotty one and it might have
ethical implications in unusual cases, but it seems to have little ethical import in everyday life.
The ethical significance of minds lies in the fact that minds are the sorts of things which can have
conscious experiences, whatever consciousness consists in and whatever minds really are.

In contrast, the worry about free will is not just how it is possible for creatures like us to have it
but, rather, whether it is possible and whether we do have it. If we don’t have it, then strangling
your neighbour’s cat because your neighbour took your favourite parking spot would no more be
something you did of your own free will than would kicking the doctor who hammered your knee.
But if you did not act freely, what possible justification could we have for blaming you for strangling
the cat? Or if we blame you for that anyhow, what justification could there be for refusing to blame
you for kicking the doctor?

The key readings for this week are Nagel’s ‘Free Will’ (1987, ch. 6), Davis’s ‘Please Don’t Tell
Me How the Story Ends’ (1993) and Smullyan’s ‘Is God a Taoist?’ (1981).

Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in
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order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1, 2, 4 and 8.

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

1. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding this week’s
readings. Your explanations should reflect the authors’ use of the terms.

1 The Threat of Determinism
Let’s focus on an actual choice you’ve made. Did you choose to take this class of your own free

will? Presumably, you made this choice for what you took to be good reasons. Perhaps you enjoyed
other philosophy courses you’ve taken. Perhaps you are hoping to qualify for a place on a BA by
completing Y Tu Mewn I Naratifau/the Inside Narratives pathway. Perhaps you recently retired
or lost your job and finally have the time to pursue a long-standing interest in philosophical ideas.
So we can explain your choice as the effect of a cause. Your interest or aspirations or pursuit of
intellectual pleasure, combined with some beliefs about the module, caused your choice.

What explains these desires and beliefs? Probably Learn’s marketing team played some role
in shaping your beliefs and perhaps Lewis Beer sparked a desire to spend three years of your life
worrying about essay deadlines and library fines. Of course, that’s not all. You probably think
that your personality, skills and prior beliefs and desires played a role, too: Lewis could not have
piqued your intellectual curiosity if you didn’t have one to be piqued, and the marketing team
probably leveraged your pre-existing literacy rather than teaching you to read before handing you
their brochures.

Naturally, we can ask what explains all of that, too. How and why did you learn to read? How
did you develop an interest in intellectual pursuits? What explains the persistence and determination
which got you to sign up for the course, turn up for the classes and and read this packet? Presumably
your early education had something to do with this: perhaps your parents read you fairy tales about
beautiful princesses going off to university to become astrophysicists or encouraged you to formulate
goals and strive for them. Maybe your teachers inspired a love of reading or a friend later told you
the story of how she had returned to education years after leaving school.

What explains your choosing to take the class will depend on your individual history and so
differ from what explains other people’s choosing to take the class. The particular causal chain
which explains your choice seems to stretch back into your early childhood and — why not? — even
before your birth. Part of the explanation may involve your genetic makeup, for example, and that
is certainly determined before your birth. You had no say over which ova and which sperm got
together.

So it seems that we might be able to trace back the chain of causes which explain why you chose to
take this class to events which took place before your birth. Moreover, it seems we might be able to go
further and further back. . . before your parents’ births. . . before your great-great-great-grandparents’
births. . . all the way back, perhaps, to the beginning of the universe (figure 8).

The thesis that every event in the universe is caused is known as determinism*. If determinism
is true, it was decided that you would choose to take this class long before your birth and millions of
years before your great-great-great-great-grandparents were born. This presents a problem: how could
your choice be free if how you would choose was already determined before you were born? The view
that it couldn’t — that determinism is incompatible with free will — is known as incompatibilism*
(figure 9).
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Do human actions affect what happens?

Determinism is compatible with free will?

Compatibilism

Determinism is true?

Soft
Determinism

Free will

Does free will
require determinism?

No free will Free will

Incompatibilism

Determinism is true?

Hard
Determinism

No free will

Is indeterminism
enough?

Free will Do humans have
‘contra-causal’ freedom?

Libertarianism

Free will

Indeterminism
is no help

No free will

Fatalism

Free will
beside

the point!

Yes

Yes

Yes No

Yes No

No

Yes No

Yes No

Yes No

No

Figure 9: Selected positions in the free will debate

Davis, ‘Please Don’t Tell Me How the Story Ends’

2. Does the prisoner in Davis’ story have free will (1993)? Why or why not?
3. What, if anything, does your answer to question 2 imply about the compatibility of free will

with determinism?

You can be an incompatibilist without thinking that you don’t have free will. That’s because
determinism might be false. Incompatibilism is not the same as hard determinism. Hard determ-
inism* is the view that determinism is both incompatible with free will and true (figure 9). In
contrast, all incompatibilism says is that if determinism is true, then you don’t have free will. You
still might have it provided determinism is false.

2 Would Indeterminacy Help?
In fact, at least according to some interpretations, quantum physics suggests that determinism

actually is false. It seems to not be determined in advance where an electron or photon will end up.
In advance, all one can say is that it will end up in a certain place with such-and-such probability, or
in a certain other place with such-and-such other probability. This is an extremely crude and overly
simplistic description of the science but the key point is that physics seems to provide some grounds
for thinking that determinism is false.

Aside from the fact that the interpretation of quantum phenomena is controversial, there are two
problems. The first is that it does not follow that human actions are not determined. Generally
speaking, indeterminacy is thought to occur at the quantum level but not to affect the macro level of
billiard balls and trees and human actions (figure 10). So even if determinism is false, human actions
might still be fully determined.
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(a) Source: Physics Shirt |
Schrödinger’s Cat

(TheNerdiestShirts 2015).

(b) Source: The Schrödinger’s Cat Paradox
Explained (Buzzle 2000–2014).

(c) Source: Schrödinger’s Cat
(chubas7 2008).

Figure 10: Schrödinger’s Cat: A thought experiment designed as a criticism of a particular interpret-
ation of quantum mechanics. Schrödinger argued that the Copenhagen interpretation implied that
the cat was neither alive nor dead until the box was opened. Since this implies indeterminacy at the
macro-level, the interpretation must be rejected.

The second problem is that it is not clear how inde-
terminism is supposed to help (figure 11). To say that an
event is not determined is to say that it is not caused —
that it cannot be explained by any prior events. What
actually happens is a matter of chance. So suppose it was
a matter of chance whether you would take this course or
not. Nothing determined that you would choose to take
this class in advance. In particular, you didn’t determine
your choice. Your choice cannot be explained by your
prior beliefs and desires, earlier experiences or individual
character. That is, your choice was random and it is not
clear why its being random should make it free. Of course,
your choice might have been partly determined by your
personality, beliefs and desires, partly determined by your
environment and partly a matter of chance. But if your
choice would not be free if wholly determined and would
also not be free if entirely random, why should combining
determined causes with an element of randomness help?

Image credit:May, 24th September, 2012

Figure 11: Can randomness really help?

If this is right, we are confronted with the possibility that we don’t have free will regardless of
the truth of determinism (figure 12).

Argumentation

4. Explain the argument Nagel lays out for the thesis that we do not have free will whether
determinism is true or not (1987, 56). (i) Begin by clarifying the conclusion of the argument.
(ii) Then try to identify the premises which the argument relies on. (iii) How are those
premises supposed to support the conclusion? (iv) Are there any implicit premises? Implicit
premises are claims which an argument relies on but which are not explicitly stated. Explaining
an argument often requires making implicit premises explicit.
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You chose to take this class.

Why did you choose it?

Caused
e.g. belief (class interesting/necessary)

+ desire (progress to degree/pursue interest)

What explains your belief + desire?

Caused
e.g. belief by Learn’s marketing
+ desire by reading/aspiration

What explains those causes?
e.g. Learn’s marketing

+ your reading

...

You learnt to read.

...

Your parents met.

...

Your grandparents met.

...

...

Marketing hired X.

...

Marketing department established.

...

Cardiff University founded.

...

Partly caused
e.g. belief by Learn’s marketing

+ partly random
e.g. random desire

What explains the caused part?
e.g. Learn’s marketing

Caused part

...
...

Random part

Random part is not free.

Random part is not free
e.g. Your desire was not free.

Random

Your choice was not free.

Random

Your choice was not free.

Your choice was not free?

Your choice was not free?

Figure 12: Diagram illustrating one worry about the very possibility of free will (cf. Nagel 1987, 55–56)
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Evaluation

5. Is the argument you explained in question 4 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?

3 Libertarian Free Will
There are two strategies for rejecting this view. The first is to argue that while randomness

doesn’t help, a special kind of indeterminism does. According to this view, there is something special
about human actions. They are not determined but they are not a matter of chance either. Rather,
we have contra-causal freedom. This position is known as libertarianism*4 (figure 9). The main
problem with this view is that it is extremely difficult to understand what contra-causal freedom is
supposed to be. The idea is that you somehow cause your action but not in a way which can be
explained by your genetic make-up, your personality, your upbringing etc. What sort of self could
this be that somehow exists outside the web of causal connections but can affect them? And on
what basis can we say that it makes your actions free? If this self is itself the result of prior causes,
it would be part of the ordinary causal web. But if it is not the result of prior causes, it seems it
must be a result of chance but randomness here doesn’t seem to make your actions free either. Of
course, if you freely chose this self, that might make your actions free. But then the problem recurs:
who is the chooser and why should that chooser’s choice make your actions free? Again, the problem
repeats: either the chooser is caused or a matter of chance and neither possibility seems to get you
free will.

4 Compatibilist Free Will
The second strategy is to deny that determinism really is incompatible with free will. This

position is known as compatibilism* (figure 9). Compatibilists hold that human actions may be
both determined and free provided they are caused in the right way. Some kinds of cause do rule out
free action. For example, if somebody drugged or hypnotised you or forcibly moved your finger to
pull the trigger. Others, compatibilists argue, are just the kinds of causes typical of free actions:
your personality, desires and beliefs, for example.

Compatibilists point out that there is a major difference between your kicking the doctor who
hammered your knee and your strangling the neighbour’s cat out of annoyance. In the first case,
you could not have done otherwise had you wanted to: however much you desired not to injure the
doctor, you still would have kicked when your knee got hammered. In the second case, you could
have done otherwise had you wanted to: had you wished not to injure the cat, you would not have
strangled her. Of course, if you don’t care about the cat and don’t wish to do otherwise, you won’t
do otherwise and you will strangle the cat. Moreover, it may have been determined before your birth
that you would care little for animals and overreact to minor annoyances. But the compatibilist will
argue that that is just irrelevant to whether you acted freely. What matters is that not caring about
cats and responding violently to annoyances are just the kind of facts about you which cause you to
act freely, whereas your muscles responding with a reflexive kick to your knee being hammered is
just the kind of cause which excludes free action.

Compatibilism says only that determinism is consistent with free will. Compatibilists who think
determinism is true and that some human actions are caused in the right kinds of ways hold a
position known as soft determinism* (figure 9). Some compatibilists go further and argue that
free will actually requires that human actions be determined in appropriate ways (figure 9).

There are two objections to compatibilism worth noting here. The first is that it turns out to be
very difficult to specify what being caused in the ‘right’ way amounts to. The second is that what

4This is quite different from the political doctrine by the same name. Members of the Tea Party need not be

committed to contra-causal freedom!
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Image credit:Watterson, Calvin and Hobbes, 21st July, 2009

Figure 13: There seems little reason to think fatalism true.

people ordinarily seem to mean by ‘free will’ is something much more like libertarian free will than
compatibilist free will. This point is controversial but it is at least unclear that the compatibilist is
really giving us what we wanted, even if it really is the best we could reasonably hope for.

Argumentation cont.

6. What reasons does Nagel give for rejecting compatibilism?

Evaluation cont.

7. Are the reasons you identified in question 6 good ones? Why or why not?

5 Fatalism
It is worth noting a final position in this debate. The claim that we do not have free will is

sometimes taken to imply that what we do and how we choose ‘doesn’t matter’ in the sense that it
‘won’t make any difference’. But that’s a mistake. Suppose it was determined before your birth that
you would take this class and suppose this means that you did not choose freely. Or suppose that it
was a matter of chance and suppose that means that you did not choose freely. None of this means
that your choosing to take it does not matter or that your life will not go better (or worse) as a
result. Your actions are part of the causal chain and make a difference to the outcome just as other
events do. So none of the positions discussed so far deny that human actions make a difference.

The view that human actions do not make a difference is known as fatalism* (figure 9). For
example, in World War I, some soldiers allegedly believed that ‘either a bullet’s got your number on
it or it ain’t’ and concluded that it made no difference whether or not they wore helmets. What this
misses, of course, is that whether a bullet has your number on it or not might very well be affected
by whether or not you wear a helmet. The fact that it is determined in advance whether you will get
shot does not mean that what you do makes no difference since your doing it is part of the causal
web which determines the outcome.

If fatalism was true, free will would seem beside the point. If fatalism was true, whether you
strangled the neighbour’s cat or not would make no difference to whether the neighbour’s cat got
strangled. In that case, our biggest concern would surely be not whether or not our actions were
free, but that whether we acted freely or otherwise, whatever we did would have no effect on the
way things turned out. Fortunately, there seems little reason to think fatalism is true and many
reasons to reject it. Whether we act freely or not, it seems almost beyond dispute that what we do
can affect the course of events and the state of the world (cf. figure 13).
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Smullyan, ‘Is God a Taoist?’

I suggested above that our possession of free will or lack thereof would be of little significance were
fatalism true, but that there are excellent reasons to think fatalism false and no good reasons to
think otherwise.

8. Does Smullyan’s dialogue show that whether we have free will or not is of little importance
even if fatalism is false (1981)? Why or why not?

Reflection

9. Does the nature of the relationship between mind and body have any implications for the free
will debate?

Further Reading
Descartes discusses freedom of the will, especially in relation to epistemic questions, in the

Meditations (1988, e.g. AT VII 56–62). For a classic statement of compatibilism, see Hume’s ‘Of
Liberty and Necessity’ (1975, §VIII). Honderich maintains The Determinism and Freedom Philosophy
Website which highlights a range of key readings on these topics. Note that the site neither is nor is
intended to be neutral on the topics covered. For details, read the introductory notes on the index
page. Note also that it is sometimes necessary to follow links to ascertain the original sources.

Glossary
compatibilism

The thesis that free will* is compatible with the truth of determinism*.

determinism
The thesis that every event has a cause. That is, that everything which is and which occurs
can be fully explained by things which existed or occurred at an earlier time. The state of
the world at time t2 is fully explained by the state of the world at time t1 where t1 is a time
earlier than time t2. This means that given the state of the world at t1, the world could not be
otherwise at t2. While it does not follow that the state of the world at t2 is predictable at t1, it
does follow that an omniscient being could predict the state of the world at t2 with perfect
certainty. Cf. hard determinism*, soft determinism*.

fatalism
The thesis that human actions have no effect on what happens.

free will
To quote the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,

‘Free Will’ is a philosophical term of art for a particular sort of capacity of rational agents to

choose a course of action from among various alternatives. Which sort is the free will sort is

what all the fuss is about. (O’Connor 2013)
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hard determinism
The thesis that both determinism* and incompatibilism* are true. It follows that we do
not have free will*. Not to be confused with fatalism*.

incompatibilism
The thesis that free will* is incompatible with the truth of determinism*.

libertarianism
The thesis that incompatibilism* is true but that we do have free will*. It follows that
determinism* must be false.

soft determinism
The thesis that both determinism* and compatibilism* are true, and that we do, in fact,
have free will*.
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