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The Powers of Rational Beings:
Freedom of the Will

WE NOW TURN 70 another mystery, a mystery about the powers of rational
beings; that is, a mystery about what human beings are able to do. This mys-
tery is the mystery of free will and determinism. The best way to get an
intuitive grip on the problem of free will and determinism is to think of time as
a “garden of forking paths.” That is, to think of the alternatives that one con-
siders when one is deciding what to do as being parts of various “alternative
futures” and to think of these alternative futures diagrammatically, in the way
suggested by a path or a river or a road that literally forks:

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

To say that one has free will is to say that when one decides among forks in
the road of time (or, more prosaically, when one decides what to do), one is at
least sometimes able to take more than one of the forks. Thus, Jane, who is de-
ciding between a fork that leads to telling all and a fork that leads to a life of
continued deception, has free will (on this particular occasion) if she is able to
tell all and is also able to continue living a life of deception. One has free will if
sometimes more than one of the forks in the road of time is “open” to one. One
lacks free will if on every occasion on which one must make a decision only
one of the forks before one—of course it will be the fork one in fact takes—is
open to one. If John is locked in a room and doesn’t know that he is locked in,
and if he is in the process of deliberating about whether to leave, one of the al-
ternative futures he is contemplating—leaving—is, in point of fact, not open
to him, and he thus lacks free will in the matter of staying or leaving.!
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It is a common opinion that free will is required by morality. Let us exam-
ine this common opinion from the perspective that is provided by looking at
time as a garden of forking paths. While it is obviously false—for about six in-
dependent reasons—that the whole of morality consists in making judgments
of the form ‘You should not have done X', we can at least illustrate certain im-
portant features of the relation between free will and morality by examining
the relation between the concept of free will and the content of such judg-
ments. The judgment that you shouldn’t have done X implies that you should
have done something else instead; that you should have done something else
instead_implies that there was something else for you to do; that there was

contestants.

Let us now see what help the conception of time as a garden of forking
paths gives us in understanding what is meant by determinism. Determinism
is the thesis that it is trye at every moment that the way things then are deter-
mines a unique future, that only one of the alternative futures that may exist
relative to a given moment is a physically possible continuation of the state of
things at that moment. Or, if you like, we may say that determinism is the the-
sis that only one continuation of the state of things at a given moment is con-
sistent with the laws of nature, (For it is the laws of nature that determine what
is physically possible. It is, for example, now physically possible for you to be
in Chicago at noon tomorrow if and only if your being in Chicago at noon to-

what we really confront is something like this
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This figure is almost shaped like a road that splits into four roads, but not
quite: three of the four “branches”” that lead away from the “fork” are not con-
nected with the original road, although they come very close to it. (Thus they
are not really branches in the road, and the place at which they almost touch
the road is not really a fork.) If we were to view this figure from a distance—
across the room, say—it would seem to us to have the shape of a road that
forks. We have to look at it closely to see that what appeared from a distance to
be three “branches” are not connected with the long line or with one another.
In the figure, the point at which the three unconnected lines almost touch the
long line represents the present. The unconnected lines represent futures that
are not physically possible continuations of the present, and the part of the
long line to the right of the “present” represents a future that is a physically
possible continuation of the present. The gaps between the long line and the
unconnected lines represent causal discontinuities, violations of the laws of
nature—in a word, miracles. The reason these futures are not physically possi-
ble continuations of the present is that “getting into”” any of them from the pre-
sent would require a miracle. The fact that the part of the long line that lies to
the right of the “present” actually proceeds from that point represents the fact
that this line-segment corresponds to a physically possible future.

This figure, then, represents four futures, three of which are physically im-
possible and exactly one of which is physically possible. If these four futures
are the only futures that “follow”” the present, then this figure represents the
way in which each moment of time must be if the universe is deterministic:
each moment must be followed by exactly one physically possible future.

The earlier diagram, however, represents an indeterministic situation. The
road really does fork. The present is followed by four possible futures. Any
one of them could, consistently with the laws of nature, evolve out of the pre-
sent. Any one of them could, consistently with the laws of nature, turn out to
be the actual future. Therefore, it is only if the universe is indeterministic that
time really is a “garden of forking paths.” But even in a deterministic universe,
time could laok like a garden of forking paths. Remember that our figure, when
viewed from across the room, looked as if it had the shape of a road that forked.
We cannot see all, or even very many, of the causes that operate in any situa-
tion. It could be, therefore, that the universe is deterministic, even though it
looks to our limited vision as if there were sometimes more than one possible
future. It may look to Jane as if she faces two possible futures, in one of which
she tells all and in the other of which she continues her life of deception. But it
may well be that the possibility of one or the other of these contemplated fu-
tures is mere appearance—an illusion, in fact. It may be that, in reality, causes
already at work in her brain and central nervous system and immediate énvi-
ronment have already “ruled out” one or the other of these futures: it may be
that one or the other of them is such that it could not come to pass unless a
physically impossible event, a miracle, were to happen in her brain or central
nervous system or environment.

Ask yourself this question. What would happen if some supernatural
agency—God, say—were to “roll history back to some point in the past and
then “let things go forward again”’? Suppose the agency were to cause things

The Powers of Rational Beings 187

to be once more just as they were at high noon, Greenwich time, on 11 March
1893 and were thereafter to let things go on of their own accord. Would history
literally repeat itself? Would there be two world wars, each the same in every
detail as the wars that occurred the “first time around’’? Would a president of
the United States called ‘John F. Kennedy’ be assassinated in Dallas on the
date that on the new reckoning is called ‘22 November 1963°? Would you, or at
least someone exactly like you, exist? If the answer to these questions is No,
then determinism is false. Equivalently, if determinism is true, the answer to
these questions is Yes. If determinism is true, then, if the universe were rolled
back to a previous state by a miracle, and if there were no further miracles, the
history of the world would repeat itself. And if the universe were rolled back
to a previous state thousands of times, this exact duplication would happen
every time. If there are no forks in the road of time—if all of the apparent forks
are merely apparent, illusions due to our limited knowledge of the causes of
things—then restoring the universe to some earlier condition is like moving a
traveler on a road without forks back to an earlier point on that road. If there
are no forks in the road, then, obviously enough, the traveler must traverse the
same path a second time.

It has seemed obvious to most people who have not been exposed (perhaps
‘subjected’ would be a better word) to philosophy that free will and determin-
ism are incompatible. It is almost impossible to get beginning students of phi-
losophy to take seriously the idea that there could be such a thing as free will
in a deterministic universe. Indeed, people who have not been exposed to phi-
losophy usually understand the word ‘determinism’ (if they know the word at
all) to stand for the thesis that there is no free will. And you might think that
the incompatibility of free will and determinism deserves to seem obvious—
because it is obvious. To say that we have free will is to say that more than one
future is sometimes open to us. To affirm determinism is to say that every fu-
ture that confronts us but one is physically impossible. And, surely, a physi-
cally impossible future can’t be open to anyone, can it? If we know thata “Star
Trek” sort of future is physically impossible (because, say, the “warp drives”
and “transporter beams” that figure essentially in such futures are physically

-impossible), then we know that a “Star Trek” future is not open to us or to our

descendants.

People who are convinced by this sort of reasoning are called incompatibilists:
they hold that free will and determinism are incompatible. As I have hinted,
however, many philosophers are compatibilists: they hold that free will and de-
terminism are compatible. Compatibilism has an illustrious history among
English-speaking philosophers, a history that embraces such figures as the
seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, the eighteenth-
century Scottish philosopher David Hume, and the nineteenth-century English
philosopher John Stuart Mill. And the majority of twentieth-century English-
speaking philosophers have been compatibilists. (But compatibilism has not
had many adherents on the continent of Europe. Kant, for example, called it a
“wretched subterfuge.”)

A modern compatibilist can be expected to reply to the line of reasoning I
have just presented in some such way as follows:
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Yes, a future, in order to be open to one, does need to be physically And yet, as we have seen, many of these futufes are “open” to me in the sense

p}:)ssi:ale}.llt can’t, for example, contain faster-than-light travel if faster- ' of ‘open’ that the compatibilist has proposed.

than-light travel is physically impossible. But we must distinguish ; Is this a reasonable sense to give i ?

between a future’s being physically possible and its having a physically ‘ problem that confronts the coxglpatil’l(:ilti}::)V'VI'(}):;S:l .isf vavevre‘owl;ik: ug;:; SeC%r:d
possible connection with the present. A future is physically possible if core of the compatibilist’s answer is an attempt to showrt);tat tﬁe qneas weare
everything that happens in it is permitted by the laws of nature. A future interested in open or accessible futures is that we are interested in o:d"‘;e ing
has a physically possible connection with the present if it could be ‘joined’ the way people behave, One important way in which we modify br:ha;iglrn‘g
to the present without any violation of the laws of nature. A physically | by rewarding behavior that we like and punishing behavior that we d islil«les
possible future that does not have a Physically possible connection with We tell people that we will put them in jail if they steal and that they will eta
the present is one that, given the present state of things, would have to be tax break if they invest their money in such-and-such a way. But there 185 no
'inaugurated’ by a miracle, an event that violated the laws of nature, but in point in trying to get people to act in a certain way if that way is not in some
which, thereafter, events proceeded in accordance with the laws. Sense open to them, There is no point in telling Alfred that he will go to jail if
Determinism indeed says that of all the physically possible futures, one he steals unless it is somehow open to him not to steal. 5ol

and only one has a physically possible connection with the present—one And what is the relevant sense of “open”? just the one I have proposed,

out a violation of the laws says the compatibilist. One modifies behavior by modifying the choices peo-

and only one could be joined to the present with
ple make. That procedure is effective Just insofar as choices are effective in

of nature. My position is that some futures that could not be joined to the
present without a violation of the laws of nature are, nevertheless, open to

us.

Two philosophical problems face the defenders of compatibilism. The eas- )
ier is to provide a clear statement of which futures that do not have a physically Were not subject to the force of gravity, there is no point in threatening people

possible connection with the present are “open” to us. The more difficult is to
make it seem at least piausible that futures that are in this sense open to an

agent really deserve to be so described.

gAn exalz;Ple of a solution to these problems may make the nature of the C}IIUdeS)’ itis entirely appropriate to speak of a future as “open” ifitis a future
problems clearer. The solution [ shall briefly describe would almost certainly : At would be brought about.by a choice—evenif it were a choice that was de-
be regarded by all present-day compatibilists as defective, although it has a re- cf‘ro?:,:: anfoutt:x(:-eotclfutr - And ltfh Alfred protests when you punish him for not
spectable history. I choose it not to suggest that compatibilists can’t do better determirgl ed by eve:ts“;;’; :“OC i Sreer:js?)g})en t}“’ih’g_" 3\" ttll:e 8;0“"‘1 that klt W;S

. . . . . . cur; ore his bir at he not t

bu;sé::)?g;: ectzutshei;t:(;: tbig:e:cfr‘lll::geui\sf:lrly s::‘: r:eate;::s.i £, given that the choice that would have inaugurated that future—if he protests ﬂ:‘; o’r:lh; aemi:
agent chose %hat future (ch L:that ath Ieag:nn awa fgrom’a li’ogrk in the road acle could have inaugurated such a future—you can tel] him that his punish-

gent chc chos path g away b ment will not be less effective in modifying his behavior (and the behavior of
of time), it would come to pass. Thus it is open to me to stop writing this book those who witness his punict,. 5}'1 ] nd the behavior o
and do a little dance because, if I so chose, that's what I'd do. But if Alice is When things are Lﬁu:]:l:t waent) ont att.gf:lc'ount. i . .
locked in a prison cell, it is not open to her to leave: if she chose to leave, her than robust o%nm onP; ense. Why,yéhce(:\r,ngg };e:);?hc:‘:; s?)orl; i‘cft:(;’l:gglg’e’ﬂ:"; €
choice would be ineffective because she would come up against a locked ing it? Why does it arouse so much resistance? I think that the reason is that
prison doo; Now consider the future I said was open to me—to stop writing compatibilists can make their doctrine seem like robust common sense on|
and do a little dance—and Suppose that determinism is true. Although a by sweeping a mystery under the carpetand that, despite their best efforts, the
choice on my part to behave in that remarkable fashion would (no doubt) be bulge shows. People are aware that something is amiss with compatibilism
effective if it occurred, it is as a matter of fact not going to occur, and, therefore, even when they are unable to articulate their misgivings. I believe that it is
given determinism, it is determined by the present state of things and the laws possible to lift the carpet and display the hidden mystery ’

of nature that such a choice is not going to occur. It is in fact determined that
nothing is going to occur that would have the consequence that 1 stop writing
and do a little dance. Therefore, none of the futures in which I act in that bi-
zarre way is a future that has a physically possible connection with the pre-
sent: such a future could come to pass only if it were inaugurated by an event
of a sort that is ruled out by the present state of things and the laws of nature.
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