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THERE is a fairly widespread belief 
among philosophers that the libertarian 
interpretation of freedom of choice (as 
involving randomness) is incompatible 
with the fact that we are responsible for 
the actions we have chosen. By investi­
gating the interrelated notions of causal 
connection, chance and responsibility 
for action, the author shows that this 
opinion rests on a confusion. So far from 
being inconsistent with responsibility, 
the element of chance, which most 
libertarians recognize, actually entails 
responsibility. The author bases this 
conclusion upon a radical reinter­
pretation of some of our most elementary 
physical and psychological concepts; 
and in discussing this, provides a 
lively re-examination of the notions of 
determinacy, causality and free will. 







CHOICE AND CHANCE 





CHOICE AND CHANCE 

A Libertarian Analysis 

by 

K. W. RANKIN 
Senior Lecturer in Philosophy 

U11iversicy of .A1alaya 

OXFORD 

BASIL BLACKWELL 



FIRST PUBLISHED 1961 
© BY BASIL BLACKWELL AND MOlT LTD. 

81Jhrary II~SSiunl;j 

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll 
00027472 

ll/J 
RI(7C-

PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN IN THE CITY OF OXFORD 

AT THE ALDEN PRESS 
BOUND BY THE KEMp ifALL BINDERY, OXFORD 



TO 

O.S.R. AND O.T.R. 

. . . 
... ~ . , . 

.. 
'-~·:.··~ 

. -. ... LI -. ~· .. 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

THE earliest draft of the present work took form during my 
tenure of a Junior Research Fellowship in Philosophy 
(1951-53) awarded by Edinburgh University Grants Com­
mittee. Mr Peter Heath and Mr Eric Toms have restrained 
me from perpetrating many errors but have no complicity 
in those that remain. The editors of Mind:~ The Philosophical 
Quarterly, and The lndian]oumal of Philosophy have kindly 
allowed me to use material from certain articles of mine 
which they have published. Mrs Joyce Wikkramatileke has 
done most of the typing. To all of those as well as to others 
wh? have in various ways assisted me in writing this book 
I Wish to express my gratitude, and finally to my wife, I owe 
the amenity of unperturbed study to her industry and talent. 



CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION I 

I THE LIBERTARIAN PARADOX 4 

II ExPLANATION, AscRIPTION, AND NARRATION I4 

III AGENT, SuBSTANCE, AND EvENT 33 

IV AcTION AND PRocEss 42 

v TYPES OF PROCESS 50 

VI INTENDING AND PREDICTING 66 

vli THE SINGULARITY oF THE FuTURE 79 

VIII THINGS AND PERSONS I07 

IX INDETERMINACY AND TIME ORDER I39 

X CoNCLUSION I 55 

INDEX I77 





INTRODUCTION 

THE Indo-European tradition in philosophy may be viewed as 
an unremittant if somewhat ineffectual struggle to assimilate the 

concept of substance or thinghood. Philosophers who think 
traditionally have been preoccupied mainly with the unity in the 
plurality of events which pertain to the same thing, or with some 
such question as '\Vhat is the subject of change?' So far the bane 
of this ontological pursuit has been chronic conjunctivitis. 
Plurality is bafHing and unity elusive because of our inherent bias 
towards detailing any kind of variety extensively in terms of the 
conjunction 'and'. How natural it is to say, for instance, 'The 
same piece of wax was hard and then became soft, etc.', and then 
to imagine that the problem of unity or identity can be stated 
solely in these terms! But some kinds of variety should, on the 
contrary, be detailed disjunctil'ely in terms of the exclusive 'or'. 
We must think more thoroughly in terms of indeterminacy or 
mutually exclusive possibilities. \Ve fail to assimilate this concept 
so long as we imagine that its more important applications are 
confined to card-shuft-1ing, dice-throwing, the jigging of sub­
atomic particles, etc. 

Two opposing accounts of substance illustrate the bias towards 
conjunction very clearly. At the risk of seeming to superimpose 
a number of slightly different problems I shall call them 'realistic' 
and 'phenomenalistic' respectively. The realistic method is to take 
the thing as something additional to the plurality of incidents 
which pertain to it, and to mark its obvious disparity in a figura­
tive manner by describing the thing as underlying the incidents, 
as substance, or substratum, or an 'I know not what' support of 
qualities. Reality, accordingly, is considered to be the incidents 
and what lies beneath them. The phenomenalistic method is, or 
rather was originally, to treat the thing as nothing but the con­
junction of incidents constituting its life history, as, according 
to one version, a family of sense-data. A more considered form 
of the same method is to reduce all categorical statements about 
material objects to conjunctions of conditional statements about 
sense-data. 
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This universal addiction to conjunction can be illustrated 
equally well by almost parallel accounts of the powers, forces, and 
dispositions which are exercised by or pertain to things. Some­
times they are identified with some sort of event analogous to 
muscular strain, or feeling of effort, which is additional to the 
?th~r events associated with the thing. At other times an analysis 
~s gr~en of categorical statements about them in terms of con­
JUnctions of hypothetical statements about events. The same 
o~posing tendencies are also to be found in the analysis of person­
~luy, which is a special form of thinghood. Sometimes personality 
IS attributed to a soul or a self which is additional to its mental 
s~ates while at the same time underlying them. Sometimes it is 
Simply identified with the conjunction of all these states. Again 
0e peculiarly human type of power known as 'will' or 'conation' 
IS sometimes identified with an event additional to other mental 
~vents. At other times statements about it are analysed into con­
JUnctions of hypothetical statements about the person. 

Another indication of just how rudimentary this conjunctive 
tend.ency is can be found in grammar and modern logic. Gram­
manans have classified both 'and' and 'or' as conjunctions. 
Modern logic corrects the mistake by subsuming both under the 
head of logical constants and by confining the label 'conjunction' 
~0 th: former constant alone. Ever since its early a.ffair with logical 
tom1sm, however, logic has perpetuated the mtstake at a more 
~ndamental level by showing a predilection for the extensional 
Interpretation of its constants. For instance, the constants 'or' 
~nd 'if··· then' have usually been interpreted in the truth-func-
tional m · · f · · b h anner as reducible to conJuncuons o proposuwns a out 
~. t truth or falsity of certain more elementary propositions. Thus 
t~ P t~en q' is interpreted as simply meaning 'It is not the case 
. at P ts true and 9 is false'. No doubt this is the most convenient 
Interpret . fi b . . . f auon or certain purposes ut It remams provocative 
o ontological error. 

I am not b . h" . I , , . a I . a out to gtve a tstortca resume or even a systematic 
~a ysts of thinghood. My direct concern is with the indeter­
~tnac~ which is basic to practical knowledge and patent in our 
~~~·dtate experience of action once certain conceptual misunder­
s an tngs have been removed. To eradicate misunderstanding 
completely we should, indeed, dismantle one conceptual frame-
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work and erect another in its place. If a slogan is needed to give 
us heart, let us hazard that conjunctive pluralism must be replaced 
by disjunctive pluralism. But this programme is an ambitious one, 
which on the most lenient estimate the following analysis of 
action has only fulfilled in part by suggesting the need and direc­
tion for a conceptual reorientation. I begin by exploring some 
difficulties in the indeterministic interpretation of action which I 
favour. 



CHAPTER I 

THE LIBERTARIAN PARADOX 

WE commonly suppose that among successively occu~ring 
events some have been causally conditioned, or determmed, 

or necessitated by yet others. Sometimes we think of the necessar.Y 
connection between two successive events as unique and reci­
procal. On this way of thinking the antecedent of the two must 
be followed by the subsequent event, and the latter must be pre­
ceded by the former. At other times we think in J. S. Mill's terms, 
of a plurality of causes and effects, as if one of two successive 
events is necessarily but not uniquely connected with the other, 
so that relative to one the occurrence of each of a number of 
incompatible events is equally possible. We speak in some such 
way as 'This could have come about in more ways than one' or 
'It is uncertain what effects this will have'. The occurrence of any 
?ne of the equally possible but incompatible events is, accordin~l~, 
mdeterminately conditioned by the event relative to which 1t lS 

possible. 
N~w "'!"e may try to give precedence to one of these two way.s 

of thmkmg by supposing that the one way represents the detatl 
of everything that happens more accurately than the other. 
Alternatively we may hold that each way represents the detail 
only of some of the things that happen more accurately than the 
ot?er, and that neither represents accurately the detail of every .. 
thmg that happens. Both these attempts at generalizati~n lead_ to 
the contrast between two familiar cosmological theones wluch 
c;m be formulated quite briefly and with negligible lack of finesse 
as follows. 

Determinism (Mechanism) -In the succession of events which 
c?nstitute any isolable system each event is in unique and re­
ctprocal necessary relation in every respect both to antecedent 
and subsequent events (if there are any) with a zero range of 
indeterminacy. 

Indeterminism- In the succession of events which constitute 
any isolable system some events are not in a unique and reciprocal 
necessary relation of the kind specified above. 

4 
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Determinism has lost some of the attraction it formerly held in 
the hey-day of classical or pre-quantum mechanics. It is not 
dissimilar, however, from certain specific forms oflndeterminism 
which in basing more moderate claims upon the same sort of 
warrant have inherited some of the attraction which Determinism 
has lost. The similarity consists in giving necessary causal con­
nection of the unique and reciprocal kind some useful though 
possibly inaccurate application within the universe, and the issue 
is just where to stop short. In many ways, in so far as this question 
has not already been answered, it is a matter for further scientific 
research rather than philosophical analysis. In the area of voluntary 
action with which I am now primarily concerned the latter method 
is, however, more appropriate. 

Our problem is '\Vhat forms of necessary causal connection 
are applicable to voluntary action?' To solve it we can for con­
venience scale down the scope of the various cosmological 
theories and confine them to the limits, whatever these are, within 
which voluntary action falls. Suppose, for instance, the action of 
rescuing a drowning man rather than remaining inactive is in 
unique and reciprocal necessary relation to antecedent events in 
and around the agent, but that the precise number of hairs by 
which he happens to grip the drowning man's head is not. I shall 
describe this supposition as a deterministic one on the grounds 
that the element of indeterminacy which it allows is irrelevant to 
voluntary action as such. Suppose by contrast that the precise 
number of hairs which he seizes is in unique reciprocal necessary 
relation to antecedent events once the agent takes the course of 
rescuing rather than of remaining inactive, but that his taking the 
one course rather than the other is not so determined. I shall 

describe this supposition as indeterministic on the grounds that 
the unique reciprocal necessary relation it allows is irrelevant to 
voluntary action. 

Within these more manageable limits let us now discriminate 
more finely. I shall assume provisionally that the temporal order 
of events and the necessary relation between them are logically 
independent: though this assumption comes in for drastic revision 
in Chapter IX. In the meantime it seems possible to distinguish 
between four ways in which events may be necessarily connected. 
First, there is the strict deterministic relation in which events are 
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connected in a unique and reciprocal manner. The other three are 
all indeterministic and I shall try and illustrate them first by means 
of examples from the field of action. These illustrations are, how­
ever, entirely question-begging at this stage, particularly since 
we may find later that some of the relations which I seek to illus­
trate are conceptually impossible. 

Suppose to begin with that when an agent is faced by a choice, 
when for example Caesar paused at the Rubicon, the complete 
causal conditions determine a number of specific but incompatible 
courses of action as open to him. Each of the courses in this group 
is in addition made possible by that same complete set of ante­
cedent causal conditions and no other. As possibilities, in other 
:vords, they are uniquely conditioned. But none of these courses 
IS m~~e necessary as distinct from possible by any antecedent 
conditiOn no matter how completely one specifies the antecedent 
conditions. Thus let us suppose that once he had marched to the 
northern bank of the river Caesar had either to cross or to stay 
put or to turn in one direction or another. Further, he could not 
have done any of these things unless he had I?reviously marched 
to_the northern bank of the river: and no particular course out of 
thts group ~ecessarily follows from the march to the r:orthern 
bank, even If one includes every contemporaneous physical and 
psyc~~logical event. Here then we have an example of the uniquely 
conditto~e~ sort of indeterminacy postulated by the form of 
Indetermtmsm which is often called 'Libertarianism'. 
h" Suppose, secondly, that there may be a particular event in the 

tstory of each one of us which will occur no matter which of a 
ndum~er of previous courses of action we happen to take. We can 

escrib h. th e t ts event as our destiny or fate. Thus we can suppose 
. ath Caesar would have been assassinated on the Ides of March 
hn ~ e year 44 B.c. in precisely the same circumstances whether 
~ d a~ crossed the Rubicon or stayed put for some time or turned 

ash e htn one direction or another. (I leave aside the question 
w e~. ~r these courses were open to him in terms of antecedent co: ~1fhs as .the Libertarians suggest.) The form of Fatalism 
w Ic ave tn mind, however, is highly specific. The destined 
or fated ev~nt leaves open the possibility of a specific group of 
antecedent tncompatible events, but the possibility of any one of 
these antecedent events is dependent upon the destined event and 
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no other- or at least upon no other event later than the ante­
cedent events. Here then is an example of a uniquely conditioned 
indeterminacy different from the Libertarian kind. 

Finally, for the sake of completeness suppose that a man has 
alternative destinies. Either of two incompatible events must 
happen to him no matter which event out of a specific group of 
incompatible antecedent events has previously occurred. \Ve may 
suppose that whatever course he took at the Rubicon, Caesar had 
either to die on the Ides of March or become first Emperor of the 
Roman Empire. In addition we may suppose that either of the 
two later events alone allows the antecedent causal possibility of 
each one of the incompatible courses of action at the Rubicon. 
We have postulated in other words two reciprocally conditioning 
indeterminacies. 

There are then four co-ordinate modes of necessary connection, 
one of which is deterministic and three indeterministic. In future 
I shall refer to them as one-one, one-many, many-one, and many­
many. This is a fairly obvious refinement on Mill's distinction 
between plurality of causes and effects. Note that as with Mill the 
plurality or many is a disjunctive and not a conjunctive plurality. 
Its individual members are, in other words, mutually incompa­
tible with each other. 

The one-one, one-many, many-one distinction was, of course, 
first devised by Russell but given a narrower more specialized 
application than I now wish to give it. The father of many children 
for instance is as a father in a one-many relation to his children: 
but we must note that here the children are a conjunctive plurality, 
e.g. Tom, Dick, and Harry. Also I have for the moment distin­
guished one-many from many-one in a different way from 
Russell. According to him a relation is one-many where the term 
which has that relation (the referent) is single and the term to 
which it has the relation (the relatum) is plural. Contrariwise it is 
many-one when the referent is plural and the relatum singular. I 
on the other hand have for the moment distinguished between 
the two less satisfactorily according to whether the single term 
is earlier or later in time than any constituent of the plural term. 

In view of these discrepancies it might, indeed, seem less mis­
leading ifi were to devise a different terminology from Russell's. 
But any alternative device could only tum out to be a less succinct 
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though a fairly obvious periphrasis of the same essential ideas and 
consequently a somewhat craven capitulation before the conjunc­
ti:'e bias by which the interpretation of these technical terms has 
huherto been limited. 

We can now formulate the problem for solution in later chap­
ters with greater precision. The two main theories about necessary 
connection between events, viz. Determinism and Indeterminism, 
e:chaust the theories which on our assumptions are logically pos­
stble. Each contradicts the other. Accordingly, since we have 
restricted their scope to voluntary actions, voluntary action must 
take place, in conformity with one or other of these two theories. 
If we don't give a deterministic account of voluntary action we 
mu_st adopt Indeterminism. On the other hand can any theory of 
acuon, such as Libertarianism professes to be, afford to be a form 
of Ind~terminism? To be a theory of action at all Libertarianism 
must gtve some account of human responsibility. After all we do 
?old people responsible for what they do voluntarily. Hence, it 
~~ f~equ~nt.ly alleged that as a form of Indetermi_nism Liberta­
I:rusm 1~ 1_n fact self-contradictory, since ~he p~rttcular f~rm of 

determtrusm with which it is usually tdenufied specifically 
rules out the responsibility of the agent for his action. 

T 0 examine more carefully the justice of this claim let us first 
reconsider the precise type oflndeterminism which Libertarianism 
must entail. I have already identified Libertarianism with the 
bostulate of a one-many necessarily relationship in our actions, 

ut ~ctually a less rigid form of indeterminacy seems to be just as 
conststent · h · h" h h L"b · · h wu the openness of chotce w tc t e 1 ertar1an 
~t es to ~xplain. Provisionally we may say that he must believe 

(~) the i?determinacy postulated is of a limit~d kind; 
( ) that 1t is either one-many or many-many m structure, but 
certain! Y not many-one. 
Cond· · I" · 1 f ind lhon (a) recognizes that without a 1m1t to t 1e range o 
eterm · ' f · h · at 1 tnacy in the future at the moment o acuon, c otce - or 
east hu h 1 "bl Th" 1· · · need man c oice - wou d be imposs1 e. 1s tmttauon 

ope ~at, of course be a limitation in the number of alternatives 
inst n Or choice. since space is infinitely divisible Caesar, for 

ance, could have behaved voluntarily in an infinite number of 
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ways on pausing at the Rubicon - provided of course he had been 
equipped with the requisite niceties of perception and muscular 
control. Yet even under such ideal conditions the infinity of ways 
in which he could have acted was limited. He was incapable of 
taking the shortest cut to divinity by ascending vertically into the 
heavens: otherwise, no doubt, he would have done so. Similarly 
he was incapable of descending into the bowels of the earth - at 
least without a considerable amount of labour. 

Accordingly, although the number of alternatives open in any 
situation may be infinite, they still exclude as causally impossible a 
further infinite number of imaginable alternatives. \Vithout this 
limitation to the possibilities of action there would be no necessity 
whatever to take the situation and its causal properties into con­
sideration at the moment of action in order to form and execute 
one's purpose. Action would become as simple as day-dreaming 
where the limitations of actual situations are ignored. 

Condition (h) recognizes that the future alone is subject to the 
agent's choice, and not the past. _\Vhile expiring on the Ides of 
March in the year 44 B.c. Caesar d1d not have a choice as to which 
of a number of incompatible trains of events should lead up to his 
destiny as his past. This I take to be a tautology rather than a con­
tingent fact: but as in the instance of condition (a), I am concerned 
with its truth just now rather than with its logical status. If then 
we assume with the Libertarian that whatever is chosen m~st fali 
within a range of indeterminacy, this indeterminacy must charac­
terize what at the moment of choice is the future. The fact that 
the future alone is subject to choice cannot, of course, be cited as 
sufficient evidence for the indeterminacy of the future without at 
this stage begging the question. 

These two basic te~e.ts of Lib~rtarianism, then, definitely make 
it a form oflndeterm1msm: and 1t can be seen that by adherino- to 
this particular for~ the Libertarian _has not escaped the charg~ of 
inconsistency menuoned above. Th1s charge presupposes that the 
relation of necessary connection between events is identical with 
the relationship of responsibility for something, or efficacy, which 
is inherent in voluntary action. Accordingly, if one supposes that 
one determinate group of events is necessarily connected, in 
accordance with conditions (a) and (h), with any one but no more 
than one group out of a limited range of subsequent groups, an 

B 
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awkward conclusion must follow. The antecedent group of 
events must be responsible for the fact that nothing outside the 
limited range of subsequent groups occurs. On the other hand, it 
cannot be responsible for one event or group of events within the 
limited range occurring rather than another from the same range. 
Thus, if we identify responsibility with necessary connection, 
Caesar must, according to the Libertarian, be responsible for the 
fact that he had either to cross the Rubicon, remain where he was, 
or turn aside, but not for his having in fact taken the most am­
bitious course instead of being deterred by his scruples. But this 
implication is paradoxical, since we hold Caesar responsible for 
?oing one of the actions rather than any of the others. Some, then, 
mfer that Libertarianism cannot give an adequate account of 
responsibility or of being an agent. 

There are a number of equivalent ways in which essentially the 
same criticism of Libertarianism can be and has been made. It will 
be instructive to consider some of these, since they bring out the 
~lose relation between the use of the terms 'responsibility', 
chance', 'accident', and 'randomness', 'as well as the ambiguities 
peculiar to each. 

Bradley, for instance, writes:1 

The theory was to save responsibility. It saves it thus. A 
man is responsible because there was no reason why he should 
have done one thing, rather than another thing. And that man 
a~d only that man is responsible concerning whom it is impos­
st~le for anyone, even himself, to know what in the world he 
Wtll be doing next, possible only to know what his actions are, 
when once they are done, and to know that they might have 
bee~ the diametrical opposite. So far is such an account fro~ 
sayt.ng responsibility (as we commonly understand it) that 1t 
anruhilates the very conditions of it. It is the description of a 
person who is not responsible, who (if he is anything) is idiotic. 

This quotation has the peculiar value of showing how the issue 
wehhave been considering can easily become confused with certain 
ot ers. 

The fourth sentence onwards seems based on an assumption 
that knowledge of the future consists in all cases of inference from 

1 Etlzical Studies: The Vulgar Notion of Responsibility, p. u. 
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data given at the moment and that this data is consistent with only 
one conclusion. My analysis of intending and predicting in Chap­
ter VI onwards will show that this is open to question. The third 
sentence, however, is of more immediate relevance here. Bradley 
apparently confuses 'reason' meaning 'cause' with 'reason' mean­
ing 'ground' or 'motive': for it is in the first sense of 'reason' that 
Libertarians must deny that voluntary actions have reasons.1 They 
would never wish to claim that such actions must be unmotivated, 
without purpose, or aimless. 

Bradley puts his point rather more effectively in another pas­
sage2 where he explicitly attacks the Libertarianism of \Villiam 
James. 

But 'chance' appears with Professor James to have several 
senses. In his Will to Believe (p. 155) it is said to mean that 
under absolutely identical conditions the same result need not 
follow. This is, as I understand it, really to contend that the 
same A is at once and in precisely the same sense both B and 
not B, a contention which obviously would destroy and remove 
the whole notion of truth. 

In this passage the central concept has changed from respon­
sibility to its contradictory chance. If responsibility is identical 
with necessary connection then chance is identical with the 
absence of that necessary connection. Bradley has here insisted on 
the strict implications of the words 'conditions' and 'results'. If 
under absolutely identical circumstances either of two events may 
follow, then neither of the two events can have in these circum­
stances a sufficient condition: to that extent neither can be a 
result of anything. 

More recently Ayer has written:3 

... if it is not an accident that I choose to do one thing rather 
than another, then presumably there is some causal explanation 
of my choice. 

And even more recently J. L. Mackie asks4 

1 Cf. Maurice Cranston, Freedom, pp. 1691f, with whose comments on this and other 
passages I am in substantial agreement. 

• Collected Essays, val. 2, p. 4~2 passim. 
3 Polemic ~' p. 39· Cf. also Foundations of Empirical Knowledge, chap. IV, p. 209. 
''Evil and Omnipotence', Mind, April I9H, p. 209. 
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... if freedom is randomness, how can it be a characteristic of 
will? And ... What value or merit would there be in free choices 
if these were random actions which were not determined by the 
nature of the agent? 

The general assumption underlying all those quotations is that the 
interrelated concepts of responsibility, chance, accident, and ran­
domness1 have a straightforward connection with the concept of 
necessary connection. It is assumed that necessary connection 
unequivocally implies responsibility and that the absence of 
necessary connection unequivocally implies chance or accident. 
Strangely enough, many who insist that the will is free are united 
in this same assumption with the Determinists whom they think 
th~y oppose. When we act responsibly and freely, we must, they 
thmk, act from necessity: but this necessity is of a supernatural 
or transcendent kind which frees us from the necessary order of 
natural events.2 They frequently combine this with the belief that 
the supernatural influence is without exception a moral one: and 
that leads to the curious consequence that we are responsible for 
?ur actions when we do what is right but never when we do what 
1s wrong. Again the assumption that responsibility is unequivo­
c~lly identical with necessary connection explains why certain 
L1bertarians (including myself when I first considered the prob­
lei?~ seek for a tertium quid between Determinism and Indeter­
mtnlsm in the idea of autonomy or self-determinism. They treat 
necessary connection as in some cases reflexive. This solution has 
also. been adopted by non-Libertarians of the Hegelian kind as a 
tertzur:z quid between Libertarianism and Determinism. Obviously 
then 1~ has conflicting interpretations. One alone of these has to 
T?Y mmd any sense. On this interpretation self-determinism is 
~lmply equivalent to a form of indeterminism,3 and accordingly 
lts status as a tertium quid is destroyed. 

In ~he chapters to come I shall show two things, or rather, the 
negauve and positive aspect of the same thing: 

(a) that the sense in which the agent is responsible for his 
voluntary action is not the sense in which we undoubtedly 

• , 1 Cf: also R. E. Hobart, 'Freewill as Involving Determinism and inconceivable without 
It '• Mmd, January 1924 ; and P. H. Newell-Smith, Ethics, pp. 281-2. 

- Cf. Kant, Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Ethics (ed. Abbot), p. 87. 
8 My grounds for this judgment are contained in Chapters vn and IX. 
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regard one of two necessarily connected events as thereby 
responsible for the other; 
(b) that Libertarian indeterminacy is indeed incompatible with 
one kind of responsibility, but that it is equivalent to, as well 
as compatible with, the kind of responsibility peculiar to agents. 

Given the negative conclusion (a) by itself, one could always 
reinstate the paradox which it appears to resolve. Even if two 
senses of the words 'responsible', etc., have been confused in one 
formulation of the paradox, the confusion might conceal a real 
paradox. Perhaps the responsibility peculiar to voluntary actions 
entails the deterministic type of responsibility for these actions. 
I remove this possibility in Chapter VII where I show that Liber­
tarian indeterminacy is implied by (i.e. is an indispensable condi­
tion of) responsibility of the former type. This may provoke 
the awkward question '\Vhat, then, are the other conditions for 
this type of responsibility?' Accordingly, in Chapter IX I go on 
to show that Libertarian indeterminacy is a sufficient as well as 
an indispensable condition of the former responsibility- and thus 
draw conclusion (b). 

I come to the first or negative conclusion (a) in Chapters II to 
IV by showing that 

(x) in principle the agent can be wholly or completely respon­
sible for his action even where factors external to him are 
indispensable causal conditions of the action; 
(2) necessary connection is a symmetrical and timeless relation, 
whereas the relation of responsibility between agent and action 
is asymmetrical and temporal. 

In what follows I shall describe the type of responsibility which 
is equivalent to necessary connection between events as the 
'explanatory' type, and the kind peculiar to the agent as the 'narra­
tive' type. These descriptions may seem perhaps to take my con­
clusions for granted but are used for the sake of brevity alone. 



CHAPTER II 

EXPLANATION, ASCRIPTION, AND 

NARRATION 

~o reasons for making a distinction between two kinds of 
1 responsibility have just been adumbrated in Chapter I. 

According to the first of these the agent can in principle be wholly 
or completely responsible for his action even where factors ex­
ternal to him are indispensable causal conditions of the action. It 
would seem to follow from this that even if the agent is wholly 
responsible for an action he need not be its sufficient causal condi­
tion (supposing for the sake of the argument that it has a sufficient 
~~s~l condition). Now if there were only one sort of respon­
sibihry-, a completely responsible agent would have to be a 
suffi~Ient causal condition. Since, however, this consequence con­
tradicts our conclusion there must then be at least two sorts of 
:esp~nsi~ility. I elabo;ate the premiss of this inference and its 
ImphcatiOns more carefully in the rest of this chapter. 

In the first section below I shall attend to a complicating f~c.tor. 
We shall see that, quite apart from a qifferent sort of conditiOn, 
no event or totality of events can be treated in an absolute sense 
~s a sufficient causal condition for another. This may seem to 

estray the antithesis which I am striving to draw between the 
respo "b·1· "th nsi IIty peculiar to agents and events respectively. If nei er 
a~ents nor events turn out to be capable of being sufficient condi-
tiOns th · Wh · .ll ' ere Is no contrast between them in this respect. at Is 
~ti more serious, the whole basis of the distinction in Chapter 1 

etween Determinism and Indeterminism may seem to be threat­
en~d.lf events are necessarily connected in some way, it must be 
attheast conceivable that some should be sufficient conditions of 
oersTh "h · •· h" h · ere Is, owever, a more restricted sense of 'sufficient m 
w Icffi ~n event or totality of events can be legitimately said to be 
a h~ h ctnt causal condition of another. This is the main sense 
w I~d hhave been giving and will continue to give to the word 
outsi e t e next se t" I h cIon. 
. fu:l e sec~nd section I shall go on to show that we can mean­
mg Y attnbute complete responsibility for an action to an 
agent. When we do so on any given occasion it is because we 

14 
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think that certain conditions have been fulfilled. The formulation 
of these conditions of complete responsibility will make plain that 
they definitely do not exclude the possibility that his action 
depends upon causal conditions external to the agent. Here, then, 
is one reason why the responsibility of the agent must be distinct 
from responsibility peculiar to causal conditions. 

I 

Even supposing the natural course of events is determined in 
accordance with laws down to the minutest detail, it remains true 
that the occurrence of no event or set of events is a sufficient con­
dition in itself of the occurrence of any other event or set. To put 
the point more starkly let us consider everything that has hap­
pened in the universe at a given moment, though there may be 
limitations to the sense of such a hypothesis. Even this totality of 
events could not supply a sufficient condition whereby a later or 
earlier event or totality of events is determined in accordance with 
natural laws. To establish a sufficient condition we would have to 
add to the condition that each one of the totality has occurred the 
further condition that they all together constitute the totality of 
events, or equivalently, that there are no other events that have 
occurred at the same time. 

Of course, even if the concept of the totality of events at a 
given moment is fully intelligible, it is something which only an 
omniscient being could hope to apply. Fortunately for the possi­
bility of human science, however, there are relatively isolated 
systems of events which fall within our comprehension. Here 
again, however, any totality of events within a given period of 
time cannot serve as a sufficient condition for any event or set of 
events within the same system without the further proviso that 
the system is isolated and that no other event outside the totality 
is relevant. 

Now, since the indispensable non-occurrence of other events 
is not the occurrence of an event, it would seem to be more accur­
ate to regard the laws which govern the succession of events to 
be concerned with the necessary connections between facts about 
events. Most of these facts are particular facts that a given event 
or set has taken place: but before any conjunction of facts can 
constitute a sufficient condition of any other fact or conjunction 
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of facts about events it must include a general fact which sets a 
limit to the range of particular facts. This conclusion follows 
from the formal structure of the scientific or causallaws1 by means 
of which predictions or retrodictions are possible from the data 
given, and through which the necessary connections governing 
the occurrence of events are formulated. 

By way of the simplest illustration let us take a scientific law of 
a relatively low degree of abstraction. According to the law of 
refraction from plane polished surfaces light is refracted at an 
angle equal to the angle of incidence. By means of this law we 
could predict with accuracy the point at which a beam of light 
will impinge upon a certain screen after refraction, but only in the 
absence of certain conditions which are possible. If some other re­
fracting agent intervenes between the screen and the polished 
~urface, or if the density of the medium through which the light 
Is refracted becomes uneven, or if the screen disintegrates or 
moves within the period of time taken by the light to travel from 
s~urce o~ emission to the position predicted, then the pre~iction 
wtll certamly not be home out. The future will not be predictable 
pu~ely in terms of the initial conditions specified, i.e. the angle of 
mctdence and the position of the screen. It is even possible that 
the future will not be predictable solely in terms of the law or 
refraction but that other causal laws have to be called upon. 

Alto~ether in making a prediction at any given moment about 
what -~Ill subsequently occur we must satisfy ourselves that two 
conditiOns are fulfilled: 

(a) t~at the causal law or set of causal laws which we apply to 
the glVen situation is the sole law or set of causal laws to be 
applicable for the purpose of predicting; 
(b) that if the law or set is the sole law or set applicable for this 
pu~ose to the situation, then it is applicable neither in a more 
nor m a less complex fashion than we allow. 

In our e_xample the screen might have shifted after the ray had 
~een emtt~ed and before it could strike the point predicted. Condi­
tion (a) Will then be violated unless the predictor has realized that 

1 I use 'causal law' to indicate generally laws which govern the succession of events in 
more or less direct ways, though it can be used profitably to indicate a more specific type 
oflaw (cf. Mario Bunge, Causality, H.U.P., 1959, pp. 17ff). 
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other laws besides that of refraction are involved. On the other 
hand, the predictor may have allowed for the presence of only one 
plane polished surface between source of light and destination. 
The ray, however, may in actual fact be refracted by several sur­
faces before striking the screen. In such circumstances then, con­
dition (h) will have been violated. The law of refraction is alone 
applicable to the situation, but in a more complex way than has 
been allowed. 

Both conditions (a) and (h) must be held in mind, but in a 
perfectly unified science the fulfilment of (h) alone would suffice. 
A perfectly unified science is by definition a science in which only 
one law is applicable. In using such a law, however, it would be 
less easy to satisfy ourselves that (h) had in any given situation 
been fulfilled since it probably would be applicable in a more 
complex fashion than our incomplete knowledge of the situation 
would allow us to recognize. If, for instance, the phenomena of 
light were determinable in terms of laws governing the motions 
of particles, the laws of motion would suffice for predicting the 
point at which light would impinge on a moving screen, but only 
if we knew in detail the relative positions of all the particles out 
of which the ray, the refracting agents and the screen were com­
posed. 

The general principle from which both these conditions derive 
rather than their relative importance is, however, our more imme­
diate concern. They provide for, by guarding against, the possi­
bility that factors, additional to those which the prediction has 
taken into account, could by their presence prevent what other­
wise would occur. They lay down, as an indispensable condition 
of the subsequent occurrence, that such factors should not in fact 
obtain. 

There is one source of possible confusion that might conceiv­
ably obscure the truth of these conclusions. Quite apart from 
certain quantitative laws which can be regarded merely as defini­
tions of physical concepts, many quantitative laws are at least 
partially analytic in structure. The quantitative ratios which they 
specify are logically contingent and verifiable or falsifiable by 
experience. On the other hand, the factors between which these 
quantitative ratios hold are analytically or logically correlative. 
It is logically conceivable for instance that the angle of refraction 
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is not equal to the angle of incidence, but logically inconceivable 
that where refraction has taken place incidence has not taken 
place. The fact that in certain laws the analytically connected 
factors are successive, as in the instance of incidence and refrac­
tion, might possibly lead one to mistake the logically necessary 
connection for a causally necessary one. This would lead to the 
further mistake of supposing that the occurrence of a certain event 
could be in itself the sufficient condition of some other- that the 
occurrence of refraction, for instance, is not merely the logically 
sufficient condition of an antecedent incidence, but the causally 
sufficient condition as well. There are other laws, of course, where 
the analytically connected factors are not temporally successive. 
In Boyle's law, for instance, the analytically connected factors are 
the volume and the pressure of a gas. Anything with a volume 
can be considered as of logical necessity being under some pres­
sure from zero upwards. Likewise, anything under pressure can 
be ~onsidered as of logical necessity having some volume. Once 
aga~n it is the quantitative ratio between the two factors which is 
log_tcally contingent. But there is not the same occasion for con­
fusmg the analytic connection with a causal connection, or of 
supposing that one event must under all conceivable circumstances 
be preceded or succeeded by another of a specific kind. 

There is another argument in philosophical currency which 
purp?:ts to show that no event or group of events is a sufficient 
~ondttton of another.l Unfortunately it is, to my mind, invalid. 
n co~cluding this section I cannot ignore it, because it bears a 

suffict~nt likeness to the argument which I have employed to 
%ak~ 1t a possible source of misunderstanding. It has been argued 
. at tf there is a discontinuity between cause and effect, then in the 
u~erval between the two there is always room for the intervention 
0 ffit?er conditions. Consequently, the cause could never be the 
s~ ctent condition of the effect. If, on the other hand, cause and 
e e~~ ~re conceived as continuous, the possibility of additional 
co~ lttons that intervene is indeed removed, but, so it is argued, 
onJ at the cost of cause and effect becoming in part identical. 

ere the crucial issue is whether continuity does in fact entail 

N 
1t~f. A.f E. Taylor, Elements of Metaphysics, pp. 171-4; Bertrand Russell, 'On the 

0 Ion ° Cau ' A . d . M . . d L . d R G C u· se, r. Soc. Proc. 1912-13, p. 7, repnnte m ysttcum an ogtc; an 
• • 0 Ingwood, 'On the So-~lled Idea of Causation', Ar. Soc. Proc., pp. 96-8. 
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partial identity. To my mind it is only through an erroneous 
interpretation of a mathematical theory that one can suppose that 
it does. According to this theory, a line consists of a compact 
series of points, and a duration of a compact series of instants. 
'Compact' is here understood in the technical sense to indicate 
that between any two points in the line, or any two instants in the 
duration, there exist respectively other points and instants. On 
this view of the constitution of a duration the instant that divides 
one segment of the duration from another must be part of both. 
If it belonged to a third, the two segments could not be continuous 
with each other. If, on the other hand, it belonged to one and not 
the other, then where does the other segment begin? At the next 
instant? But if the series of instants is compact, there can be no 
next instant. Other instants must intervene between the dividing 
instant and any other instant with which the segment that excludes 
the dividing instant is taken to begin. And consequently, once 
again, the two segments would not be continuous. Since this is 
contrary to our hypothesis, there can be no alternative to regard­
ing the dividing instant as part of both segments. Let us now 
suppose that two segments of time divided by a given instant are 
exhaustively occupied by cause and effect respectively. If then 
the constituents of duration are instants in the mathematical sense, 
then the dividing instant must be part both of the cause and the 
effect, and cause must in part be identical with effect. And if, so 
the argument concludes, cause and effect are in part identical, then 
the cause is indeed a sufficient condition at least of that part of the 
effect with which it is identical: but it is a sufficient condition in the 
analytic sense of condition and not in the syntl1etic sense required 
by the relation between cause and effect. 

The rejoinder to this argument is, however, obvious. A seg­
ment of time is not composed in any concrete or material sense of 
compact series of instants. These compact series are mathematical 
abstractions. The only sort of temporal unit which can either be 
separate or not from a second by a third is a finite segment of time. 
An instant is but the end of one segment of time and the beginning 
of another - no more a part of time or of either of the segments 
which it divides than a full stop is a word in either of two con­
secutive sentences. It isn't even what Russell has suggested1 - a 

1 Our Knowletlge oft!.e External Worltl, chap. v. 
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logical construct from events. Points and instants are not entities 
of any kind, otherwise one could ask at what points or instants 
they take place. Strictly they are or give positions rather than 
have position. Except in the indirect sense useful to the mathema­
tician they are neither separated from each other by other instants 
nor contiguous. To describe a series of them as either compact or 
discrete is equally a category mistake. 

In the concrete sense, then, the only sort of infinite divisibility 
into discrete parts which any finite temporal segment permits is, 
for instance, into series of non-overlapping segments of time 
vanishing towards zero. These are the segments to which the 
so-called compact series of instants give position. It does not 
follow, then, that two events, whether causally connected or not, 
are continuous only if the dividing segment is part of at least one 
?f the two segments which it divides. Far less must we suppose, 
~f we wish to maintain that the segments are continuous, that the 
Instant belongs to both the segments which it divides. 

The point of this argument which I have criticized seems to be 
that we never can enumerate all the particular causal conditions 
upo.n ~hich a given event depends. Unless we make the actual 
begt~nmg of the effect part of its causal conditions, an inter­
medtate causal condition must always exist, or have time to exist, 
ber_ween any causal condition and the beginning of its effect. The 
P01~t of the argument I have used, on the other hand, is that 
h~vmg enumerated all the particular conditions one has yet to 
snpu~a~e as a general condition that there are no other particular 
c?~dltlons. Otherwise one has failed to specify the sufficient con­
dttlOn of the event's occurrence. The fact that there are no other 
particular conditions has nothing to do with the fact that there 
hre no gaps in time between the particular causal conditions that 

ave been enumerated and the effect. Even if there were no inter­
~ning gaps, there could be other factors which would prevent 
. e occurrence of the effect. They might be partly or wholly 
stns~ltaneous with the particular causal conditions enumerated. 
oth mce no ~vent or set of events can be a sufficient condit.ion of 

ers and m that sense completely responsible, the relauon of 
necessary connection strictly speaking does not hold between 
~vents but between facts about events. The sufficient condition 
IS composed of particular and general facts. Consequently I have 
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called the sort of responsibility which consists of necessary con­
nection 'explanatory'; for explaining is the only thing one set of 
facts can do or fail to do to another. This mode of description is, 
however, not designed to deny an ontological basis to necessary 
connection or that the connection holds between events. It is 
merely intended to emphasize that it holds between events as 
members of a system isolated in relevant respects from other 
systems. \Vithin such a system it is indeed permissible to describe 
an event as a sufficient condition of another provided we do not 
lose sight of the fact that it fulfils this function only as a consti­
tuent of a system. \Vith this restriction in sense, then, one event 
or set of events can legitimately be described as a sufficient causal 
condition of another, and also, in the explanatory sense of 're­
sponsible' as wholly or completely responsible. 

2 

There is, however, another sort of relationship which makes it 
possible to say of one thing that it is wholly responsible for 
another. It is logically possible to say of an agent that he is wholly 
responsible for some particular action. This I take to be elemen­
tary, but there remains a question of interpretation which is not 
quite elementary. 

Professor H. L. A. Hart has suggested1 

that the philosophical analysis of the concept of a human action 
has been inadequate and confusing, at least in part because 
sentences of the form 'He did it' have been traditionally re­
garded as primarily descriptive whereas their principal function 
is what I venture to call ascriptive, being quite literally to 
ascribe responsibility for actions much as the principal function 
of sentences of the form 'This is his' is to ascribe rights in 
property. 

I agree that there is what might be called an ascriptive use of the 
word 'responsible'. But underlying this use there is what I shall 
call a narrative use of the same word. I use the word 'narrative' to 
contrast this use with the explanatory use examined in the pre­
vious section as well as with the ascriptive use mentioned by Hart. 

The following would I think be a fair summary of Hart's 
1 Logic and Language (ed. Flew), First Series, chap. vm, p. 145· 
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article. 'Responsible' in the ascriptive sense means something 
like 'meriting good, bad, or indifferent treatment'. An agent in 
the ascriptive sense is responsible if he has some sort of merit 
positive or negative. But, and this is the novel point, this merit 
does not depend upon any definite characteristic of his action 
rather than another. To judge that an agent is responsible for 
something or that 'He did it' is, at the very least, to do more than 
make certain judgments about matters of fact. It is similar to the 
decision which a judge makes in the light of certain precedents. 
He is more often making law by creating a new precedent than 
merely acting in accordance with the existing law. By his decision 
he makes certain facts determine the issue. He doesn't merely 
judge that in the light of the existing law certain facts do without 
ambivalence determine the issue. He creates rather than interprets 
law. Likewise by ascribing responsibility to a particular agent o?e 
makes him responsible or creates his responsibility. One does thts, 
of course, in the light of certain facts about his action, but in 
ascribing one chooses the sort of fact that will determine the issue. 

I wish to show on the other hand that there is a non-ascriptive 
sense of 'responsible' or 'He did it'. There are ascriptive uses of 
these words as well, but the non-ascriptive use is presupposed by 
ascriptive uses. Certain facts about an action are relevant to its 
merit, and the relevance of some at least of these facts does not 
depend upon the choice of the person who ascribes merit. A non­
asc?ptive or 'narrative' type of responsibility depends upon this 
restdual class of fact. We may notice this more clearly if we ob­
serve a very necessary distinction between two kinds of ascriptive 
responsibility: for each of the ascriptive kinds presupposes the 
narrative kind in a different way. 

An agent may be wholly responsible in the ascriptive sense 
wh_ere he is the sole agent to whom any praise or blame for ~n 
act10n can pertain, even though he is not wholly responsible m 
the narrative sense for all its creditable or discreditable aspects. 
Thus in a railway disaster one may say of the signalman that he 
was wholly responsible for the accident in the ascriptive sense, 
wher: one merely wishes to exculpate some other person who has 
been mvolved, such as the engine-driver. One does not intend to 
deny thereby that the disaster was indeed an accident. One merely 
wishes to indicate, first, that the action of the signalman was one 
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of the many voluntary actions that contributed to the accident, 
and second, that in its voluntary aspects it was the sole action of 
all the contributing actions that should not have been performed. 
\Vhere the signalman's action may be presumed unintentional in 
its disastrous aspects, one does not, however, hold him guilty of 
murder but only of culpable homicide, if there are fatalities. 
Accordingly, a person can be wholly or partially responsible for 
an occurrence in the ascriptive sense without the stigma or credit 
being moral, if the occurrence taken as a whole was a fortuitous 
concatenation of actions, which taken in isolation from each other 
may each have been voluntary. The stigma or credit, or the 
absence of either, for the volumary part of his action that led to 
the fortuitous whole will be, of course, of a moral kind: but it will 
at the same time be less than if the whole occurrence had been 
intentional. 

In the instance of an accident responsibility, whole or partial, 
for the accidental occurrence is of the ascriptive kind alone. On 
the other hand an agent may be wholly responsible for an occur­
rence in both the ascriptive and narrative senses. When this hap­
pens the stigma, or credit, or absence of either, that pertains to the 
occurrence must be fully moral in character: that to which it per­
tains is in its possibly creditable or discreditable aspects a voluntary 
action of the agent through and through. Accordingly, what 
distinguishes the first kind of ascriptive responsibility from the 
second is this. Complete responsibility of the first ascriptive kind 
for an action in certain aspects implies only partial responsibility 
of the narrative kind for the action in the same aspects. Complete 
responsibility of the second ascriptive kind, on the other hand, 
implies complete responsibility of the narrative kind in precisely 
the same aspects. Both kinds of ascriptive responsibility, however, 
presupposes some degree of narrative responsibility. 

In the instance of the railway accident, the signalman could not 
have ascriptive responsibility for it of the first non-moral kind, 
unless the occurrence had been in certain of its aspects an entirely 
voluntary action of his. At the same time, since it is an accident. 
it cannot in all its aspects be an entirely voluntary action of his. It 
may have comprised his absence from the signal-controls, and 
?nly if this was voluntary can he be held ascriptively responsible 
111 the first way for the accident. But although he can be held 
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wholly responsible for the accident in the first ascriptive sense 
(provided there has been no lapse on ~he part of ?the~ offi­
cials involved), he can only be held partially responstble m the 
narrative sense. And if his absence from the controls was entirely 
involuntary, due for instance to an unpredictable stroke, it is un­
likely that he could reasonably be held responsible for the accident 
in any ascriptive sense whatever. He certainly could not be held 
responsible, whether wholly or partially, for the accident in the 
narrative sense, and consequently not in the second or moral 
ascriptive sense. The only sense in which he could be held re~po~­
sible for the accident at all is the explanatory sense dealt wttl~ m 
the previous section, because his absence from the controls 1s a 
causal condition of the accident. 

In making, then, the necessary differentiation between two 
kinds of ascriptive responsibility we have revealed the prese~ce 
a~d to a certain extent the properties of an underlying narrative 
kind. The narrative kind is exactly coextensive with the voluntary 
whereas the general ascriptive kind is wider. Both the words 
'responsible' and 'voluntary' derive their principal utility from 
the fact that the verb 'act' and 'do' have sometimes a narrow but 
more often a wider sense. In the more frequent and wider use 
they signify involuntary as well as voluntary behaviour. Even 
inanimate objects are said to do things or to act. In this sense these 
words _and the_ words for particular actions (e.g. 'approach') have 
a q~as1-narrat1ve or purely descriptive sense. The relevant be­
haviOur can be specified in purely ostensive terms. But some 
actions ~re voluntary, and when we refer to them as such our dis­
course 1s. narrative as well as descriptive. 'I sprang to the saddle 
and Jornck and He' is, for instance, the first line of a narrative 
:md not ?Jerely a descriptive poem. We frequently use the word 
responstble' as well as 'voluntary' to make clear the distinction 

between the two kinds of discourse. 
If a~ action is voluntary in all its ostensive aspects, then an 

agent 1s wholly responsible for the action in the narrative sense. 
If, on the other hand, it is only voluntary in some of its ostensive 
aspects,_ then th~ ~gent whose action it is can be only partially 
r~spon~1ble for. 1t ~n the narrative sense. The ostensive specifica­
tiOns _g1ve no mdtcation of what might well be considered the 
most Important fact about the action, viz. whether it is voluntary, 
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and what persons are responsible, and the degree to which they 
are responsible. The railway disaster can be specified in ostensive 
terms but this leaves unsaid that it is a accident or fortuitous con­
catenation of the behaviour of a number of agents, i.e. that it is 
involuntary. It further leaves unsaid, that one of the contributing 
factors in the fortuitous concatenation, viz. the signalman's be­
haviour, was at the same time completely voluntary, an action for 
which he was wholly responsible. 

Obviously, then, to complete our discussion and support these 
distinctions between kinds of responsibility, we must ask what 
makes an action voluntary. Two conditions are sufficient: 

(a) the action must not be contrary to the agent's intentions; 
(h) the fact that it is not contrary to the agent's intention must 
be at least an indispensable condition of its successful per­
formance. 

On these conditions I think both Libertarians and their adver­
saries could agree. They are sufficiently liberal to recognize as 
voluntary such normally unreflective actions as breathing and 
blinking, or spontaneous, or impulsive actions, which some 
would feel disinclined to call intentional since they are unreflec­
tive. At the same time they recognize the voluntariness of deli­
berate or reflective actions as well. Superficially, however, they 
may seem insufficient for two reasons that I can think of. 

First: can they decide the voluntary status of actions prompted 
by post-hypnotic suggestion? \Vhile in a hypnotic trance one may 
be told to perform a particular action so many minutes after 
regaining normal consciousness. One may, for instance, have been 
ordered to open a window, and in many cases when the allotted 
time comes round one does in fact open the window, probably 
thinking one is just satisfying a passing whim or even perhaps 
that one wants fresh air. Now is this action voluntary? Certainly 
the two conditions seem fulfilled. The action was not contrary to 
one's intention- one even was aware of an intention to do it. 
Likewise, the fact of the action not being contrary to the agent's 
intention is an indispensable condition of its performance. If one 
hadn't wanted to open the window one wouldn't have opened it. 

To my mind the action really is voluntary. It is only as the 
obedience to a suggestion that it can be considered involuntary, 

c 
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for it might be contrary to the agent's intention (dam~ging to h_is 
pride, for instance) to obey a post-hypnotic suggestion. But m 
fact one can say this sort of thing about many of our more no.rmal 
actions which we wouldn't hesitate to call voluntary actions. 
Many of our actions are suggested to us and for reasons of vanity 
we might never have performed them if we had been aware of the 
fact. Indeed, only on the rarest of occasions are we spontan.eously 
aware of all the opportunities for action afforded by our circum­
stances. And, in any given instance, it is almost as rare for us ~o 
realize that the action was suggested. What makes post-hypnotic 
suggestion unique is not its covert character so much as the 
method employed. Now we have already seen that any action m~y 
be (most are) voluntary in some respects and involuntary m 
others .. In the instance of an agent unwittingly following out a 
sugg~st10n, the action suggested can be involuntary only when 
cons1der~d as obedience to the suggestion. . . 

! 0 pomt to the important role of unrecognized suggestion ~~ 
acuon may, however, seem damaging to Libertarianism. Does lt 
not upset the metaphysical neutrality I have so far tried to observ~? 
But w~y should the Libertarian deny the truism that an agen~ 1s 
more hkely voluntarily to realize a project which he entertams 
than. one which he does not entertain? And why should he not 
admu that there are limits to the agent's ability to conceive action 
spontaneously? The agent's intelligence education general know­
ledge, a~d social contacts can without hesitation b~ recognized as 
cftn~?lhng ~hat enters into the agent's mind. Having admitted 
~ t .1s the ~tbertarian can still maintain with perfect consistency 
~It r~mams causally unsettled whether the agent will aim at the 

~n W~Ich he entertains. Of course, in the instance of post­
?pnottc suggestion it seems that the agent having entertained 

t ~suggested project is more likely to realize it than not. But it is 
r~e easy t_o explain this tendency as a voluntary one. When one 

n ~ ohe gtves more attention to a trivial project than it seems to 
me~It t .e rational thing to do is to be rid of it by realizing it in 
aakcuon,fm the same way as one gives in to a nagging wife for the 
s eo peace. 

A second re_ason for making reservations about the sufficiency 
of our, two Ctlt~ria of voluntariness may be found in what are 
called compulsiOns'. Is the child who sucks his thumb, the 
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kleptomaniac, the sex-criminal, or the miser behaving voluntarily? 
Again by our two criteria they may seem to be. Can we not say that 
these people know what they are doing, very often intend to do it, 
or in any case do not at the operative moment intend not to do it, 
and also that if they had intended not to do it they would not 
have done it? Yet we may feel doubts about calling such actions 
voluntary. 

The reasons for hesitation are obvious. Compulsive actions 
are incongruous or inappropriate. \Ve feel inclined to say that the 
agent really does not know what he is about even when, as above, 
we felt compelled to admit that he is aware of the bare facts about 
his action. Compulsive action violates the first criterion in rather 
a curious way. It is not contrary to the agent's intention as a result 
of any sort of external force. Neither is he, in one sense, ignorant 
of the nature and circumstances of his action. In one sense he 
knows very well what he is about to do and, afterwards, what he 
has done. What he is unaware of is. his real intention. And there 
is no need to jeer at the word 'real' here. \Vhat it indicates is quite 
clear. The action is inappropriate not because the agent is ignorant 
of what it and the objects round about him are. It is not like aiming 
a rifle which one mistakenly takes to be unloaded, or like sitting 
on a chair that isn't there. The action is inappropriate because the 
agent is unaware of what these objects are not. They conceal 
because they are confused in his mind with other objects. 

This concealment seems to be what in psycho-analytical theory 
is referred to as symbolization. The thumb symbolizes the 
mother's teat because subjectively speaking that is what it 'con­
ceals'. But we needn't underwrite psycho-analytical theory in all 
details. Take for instance the miser whose behaviour displays the 
incongruity typical of compulsion. What does his money conceal 
from him? 

One account is that it conceals or symbolizes his faeces, but let 
us consider an alternative, viz. that it conceals his personal in­
violability. Inviolability is indeed less palpable than faeces, but 
possibly more relevant. In fact it may account for the infantile 
concern for faeces which when unwisely interfered with leads to 
traumatic conditions. Under the pressure of our environment, 
particularly of our social requiremnets, a more sensitive differen­
tiation of our aims or ends may become necessary. In the process 
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of this differentiation the individual may become confused. His 
life may lose its integrity- his ends their essential unity. Instead 
of his new life being a development through differentiation of the 
old he may feel that it has little continuity with the latter and no 
longer any self-consistency. The miser retains an integrity or in­
violability of a rather stunted form.1 

Now personal inviolability is the sort of end which we may 
have of necessity. This necessity, however, is not a deterministic 
psychological sort of necessity. Personal inviolability is the sort of 
end ~hat may underlie, or precondition, most, or all, of ou~ more 
spectfic ends. The necessity is of a logical kind. There is an mcon­
ststency abo~t not willing one's personal inviolab.ili.ty analogous 
to the tnconststency, mentioned by Kant, of not wdlmg the deve­
lopment of one's talents. Since one's talents qualify one for the 
successful execution of one's aims one cannot consistently will 
their atrophy. Likewise short of willing suicide of character, the 
pre.serv~tion of the pers~nality which we express in ou~ particular 
acttons 1~ necessarily willed in the willing of these acuons 

On th~s analysis we can see why the miser's behaviour be.comes 
compulsiVe. An end which he need not choose from logtcal or 
an~ other kind of ne~essity, comes to symbolize or conceal an end 
whtc? by logical necessity he must choose. In this way the former 
~c.qlllres a spurious sort of logical necessity so long as the agent 
tblls clearly to see what it is not. It is this spurious logical necessity 
. ~ exerctses the compulsion. The miser knows what his money 
ts, ut he does not know that it is only money. If he knew that his 
money Was not his personal inviolability he would be in a position 
th stop or to continue hoarding and simultaneously to pursue or 
'ili:::ge his main ?r general purp'ose. If he doe~ not sto~ hoardi~g, 
h .. probably hts hoarding was voluntary, 1.e. conststent w1th lStnt . 
. ent10ns, all along. If, on the other hand, he does stop hoard-
~ng, 1then probably, other things being equal, his hoarding was 
mvo untary · · · "th h" · · II I 0 h th" 'l.e. mconststent w1 1s mtenuons, a a ong. t er 
r mgs, of course, might not be equal. He might continue hoarding 
IOr an entire! h d d · ab T . Y new set of reasons, sue as an unprece ente m-ht .11ty m_ stocks and shares. Accordingly, his new rational be­
h a~wu~ mtgh~ obscure the fact that his previous behaviour 

a ta en an trrational form, which, other things being equal, 
1 Cf. Franc;ois Mauriac's Le nreud de viperes. 
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would have ceased as soon as he discovered what his money 
is not. 

I wouldn't like to say whether this spurious sort of logical 
necessity is an essential ingredient of all compulsions. The most 
I need to maintain is that objects of compulsive desires 'conceal' 
ends which are fundamental to human nature whatever that 
means. It is likely, however, that the process of symbolization, 
whereby secondary objects such as thumbs and money come to 
stand for or 'conceal' more primitive objects such as teats or 
faeces, arises from the fact that these primitive objects specify at 
a certain age-level more general and comprehensive ends, which 
should take other and more complex specific forms at later age­
levels. Personal inviolability is an example of this general sort of 
end. Security is another. In early years the child may not possess 
the conceptual capacity to distinguish the specific from the general 
aspect and this may explain why the traumatic experiences which 
give rise to compulsions are most commonly the earliest. It also 
suggests that psycho-analytic methods which don't probe beyond 
these primitive objects may remove the compulsion, but tend to 
perpetuate the infantile traits in the patient by persuading him 
that they are fundamental. 

What alone is germane to my main argument in this analysis, 
however, is the part which suffices to show that compulsive be­
haviour, contrary to first appearances, does not conform to the 
first part of our criterion of voluntariness, viz. that voluntary 
action cannot be contrary to the agent's intention. We only feel 
doubt on this matter if we fail to distinguish between ignorance 
of what one's action is and ignorance for what it is not. In its 
positive aspect the agent's compulsive behaviour is not inconsis­
tent with the first part of our criterion but in its negative aspect 
it is. 

For these reasons, then, the two conditions of voluntariness 
can stand as sufficient despite the apparent difficulties. Now 
whether an occurrence is not contrary to the agent's intention, 
and whether its not being contrary is an indispensable condition 
of its occurring, are both matters of fact rather than matters of 
ascription. This is true whichever of two dominant interpretations 
of statements about intention one cares to adopt. They may be 
categorical statements about mental occurrences, or alternatively, 
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they may be reducible to hypothetical statements or 'mongrel­
categorical' statements about such publicly observable events as 
what the agent would have done in certain circumstances.1 I don't 
wish to suggest that one must adopt one or other of these views, 
but merely to point out that on either, the presence of an intention 
is not a matter of ascription. In Chapter VII I shall try to give 
a more adequate analysis of intention than either of these, but 
this will leave unaffected our present conclusion that matters of 
intention are non-ascriptive. 

We have seen, then, in the first part of this chapter that the 
relation of necessary connection is strictly speaking a relation 
between facts about events, or alternatively between events only 
as constituents of a system. No event or set of events can be 
wholly responsible for the fact that another event or set has 
occurred, since the sufficient condition consists of general as well 
as particular facts about events. It consists of the composite fact 
that certain events have occurred and that no other events of 
relevance have occurred. In the second part of this chapter we 
have seen, on the other hand, that the agent can have complete 
responsibility for his actions. Since, then, the agent is a person 
and not a set of particular or general facts, one might argue that 
there must be a distinction between the two sorts of responsibility 
I have labelled 'explanatory' and 'narrative'. 

I have, however, just conceded that an event can be regarded 
as a sufficient condition of another, subject to its interpretation as 
a constituent of a system. Why, then, shouldn't the agent be 
regarded as a sufficient condition of his action subject to the same 
sort of restriction? Two answers to this have emerged from the 
last section. 

(I) Even supposing an agent could be conceived as a sufficient 
condition in the restricted sense of his action, he wouldn't neces­
sarily be wholly responsible in the manner typical of agents; for 
the action might be involuntary. The two conditions of volun­
tariness have first to be fulfilled for there to be responsibility of 
the relevant kind. If, then, the agent is wholly responsible for an 
act in this way, it is only by being a sufficient condition of a 
specific sort. Hence, for this reason if for no other we must 

1 G. Ryle, Tl1e Concept of Mind, pp. IJ8ff. 
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distinguish other forms of responsibility from those belonging to 
sufficient conditions as such. 

(2) However, it is clear enough that the agent can be wholly 
responsible for an action in the manner which is typical of agents 
without being the sufficient condition of the action at all. The 
conditions of voluntariness lay it down that the absence of con­
trary intentions must be an indispensable condition of the action. 
But in many cases of action other conditions are indispensable to 
the action besides the absence of contrary intentions. Since these 
are frequently of an environmental nature and external not only 
to the agent's mental states but also to his body, the agent cannot 
be the sufficient condition. I don't wish to imply by this that the 
agent as such is some sort of condition of his action, but merely 
that if one tries to regard him as any sort of condition one has to 
concede in many cases the presence of external or environmental 
conditions which are just as indispensable to the action as the 
conditions that can be identified with the agent. 

For these considerations we must distinguish a narrative from 
an explanatory form of responsibility. If we don't we can, of 
course, adopt the expedient of finding the agent responsible not 
for his action, where that depends on environmental conditions, 
but solely for some sort of effort to act or do. Professor C. A. 
Campbell, for instance, attributes1 moral responsibility to the 
agent solely for exercising some sort of moral effort rather than 
for the successful conclusion of moral effort. His grounds are 
that the agent must be the sole source of that for which he is 
morally responsible. But people do things: they don't merely try 
to do them: and it is with the analysis of responsibility as efficacy 
or the doing of things done that we are concerned. When I turn 
off the air-conditioner it is I who stop it, not I and, say, the dis­
connecting action of the switch except in a distinctly miscegenated 
sense of 'stop'. 

While, then, events must always fall short of being sufficient 
conditions in the unrestricted sense, the agent, in so far as he can 
be correctly identified with a condition at all, must always fall 
short of being a sufficient condition in the restricted sense. Hence, 
the responsibility typical of the agent can in no sense be identified 
with the necessary connection between events. We have also seen 

1 Se/fhood and Godhood (Allen & Unwin), p. 168. 
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why we must distinguish between the narrative and ascriptive 
kinds, the latter of which for similar reasons must also be dis­
tinguished from the explanatory kind. The distinctions in respon­
sibility recognized by the chapter as a whole can be exhibited as 
follows: 

I 
Narrative 
(persons) 

I 
Voluntary 

Responsibility 
I 

I 
Quasi-narrative 

(things and persons) 
I 

Non-voluntary 

I 
Explanatory 

(events or facts) 

I 
Ascriptive 
(persons) 

This method of division is of course without prejudice to 
relations of dependence between the co-ordinate subdivisions. 
T~us the ascriptive kinds presuppose the properties of an under­
lymg narrative kind. There is as well the apparent possibility that 
the narrative kind of responsibility, while distinct, might yet be 
reducible to the explanatory type. In later chapters I shall argue 
that. narrative responsibility, or voluntary action, is indeed re­
ductble to necessary connections between events, but not to the 
one-one necessary connections postulated by Determinists. 



CHAPTER III 

AGENT, SUBSTANCE, AND EVENT 

A SECOND reason for distinguishing an explanatory from a 
narrative type of responsibility is to be found in the property 

of symmetry. 

I 

The one-one necessary connection between events which 
Determinists postulate is, in the first place, symmetrical. On the 
other hand, the relation between an agent and his voluntary action 
is asymmetrical: the agent does the action, but the action does not 
in the same sense do the agent - the action is not responsible for 
the agent in the same sense as he is responsible for his action. 

This contrast is often obscured by our use of such terms as 
'cause', 'effect', 'necessitating' or 'determining' to express rela­
tions of necessary connection. They suggest that the relation 
between effect and cause, necessitated and necessitator, or, what 
is determined and what determines may not be the same as the 
converse relation. On the other hand, the laws of those branches 
of science such as classical mechanics from which Determinists 
are wont to draw their model of the universe express the necessary 
connections which govern the sequence of events in the form of 
equations. Now equality is a symmetrical relation. Consequently 
the necessary connection expressed in equations fails to display 
the asymmetry which the distinction between cause and effect 
seems to require. Possibly the term 'law', however, has further 
misleading implications. It might suggest the presence of a legis­
lator who by some sort of exertion compels phenomena to behave 
consistently with these equations; or at least it might suggest the 
presence of an exerted force, if the idea of a legislator is rejected 
as too metaphysical. The laws are held to state the principles in 
accordance with which such forces as gravity, magnetism, etc., 
are exerted, in somewhat the same way as civil laws state the prin­
ciples in accordance with which political force is exerted.1 But the 

1 Cf. Schopenhauer, The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason (Buhn's 
Philosophical Library), p. 51. 
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34 CHOICE AND CH..t\t,scE: erY little support 
1. . . . 1 y has v ntury scientists 
tteral mterpretatton of such termmo og ..,1}1-ce . c rce 

d . . E enteC•· d tO mterpret 10 among mo ern sctenttsts. ven sev re · hole-
like Galilee and Newton, who were temp interpretation w n-
1. 11 h · 1 d , · e rhts 1 e necessary co ttera y as a p ystca concept, on t gt ': re t 1 d . . ·fie 
hearted support. They distinguish wtth c~presse . m h~1f~~~ey 
nections of phenomena, which they e lt agenctes V:. tc 1 l 
generalizations or principles, from th~ occll Qtlite e:xphcttly \~It 
postulated to explain these connecuons. . on the grounds 
abstain from speculation about such agencteS al science. I Conse-
h · ent d · h an t ey are beyond the province of e:xpenm concerne Wlt 
quently, experimental science is not evenh .., 0 mena. , 

d P e•· '1 , •c ce asymmetrical relation between force an ms as aw ' 10r . ' 
To accept the literal implications of such .te~vidently_ to assim~­

etc., when applied to physical phenomen_a 1s5 and to tgnore t e 
late physical phenomena to human acuon. 0 [ a<Yent to volun­
. I uon o 1 h r tmportant differences between the direct re a event on t 1e ot e · 
taryaction, on the one hand and that of event to 'causing', 'neces-
. T~e asymmetry requir;d by such terms as be found in the 

sttatmg', 'determining', etc., might of cotlrse~vent and the sue­
asymmetry of temporal relation between one nected. Thus the 

. . ·ty con f · n cessor m. tl~e with which it is ne~essart le recedes re racuo 
fact that mctdence of light at a parucular ~n~ d{nce with the cause 
at t?e same angle, makes one identify the ~net at the same angle as 
whtch necessitates or determines, refracuon 1 · ons between the 
its effect. But the 'fact that there are other re atl relations happen 
values of this particular equation, and that these y connection be­
to be asymmetrical does not make the necessar 
tween them likewi;e asymmetrical. . . not solely in terms 

One might, of course define responsibthty 1 antecedence as 
of ne ' f t mpora ld cessary connection but in terms o e f, r another wou 
~ell. In that case the responsibility of one event 0nt for his volun-

e as asymmetrical as the responsibility of an age have a different 
tary actions. Nevertheless, the asymmetry must to the contrary 
source in either case. This we can see if we turn connections 
~oncept of chance. When discussing the ~ece~:7ather than A 2 

etween events it is as significant to say t at 

1 Cf G I" ·nan I9I4), PP· I66-7 and :Z93j 
N · pa tleo, Two New Sciences (New York, Macmt T 'be Causation, Freedom an 
Dewton_, . rincipia (tr. Cajori) pp. 546-7; and Mortimer au , gcs 

etermzm.sm, pp. I I 3ff, for a discussion of these and other pas sa · 



AGENT, SUBSTANCE, AND EVENT 

preceded B1 'by chance' as to say that B1 rather than B2 followed 
A1 'by chance' using in both cases the same senses of'chance'. On 
the other hand it is not significant to say that a certain action had 
a particular agent 'by chance' in the same sense of 'chance' as it is 
significant to say that he did a particular action 'by chance'. 

Suppose one says 'Sir Alexander Fleming discovered penicilium 
quite by chance'. This means something rather different from 'It 
was quite by chance that it was Sir Alexander Fleming who dis­
covered penicilium'. Possibly the first statement gives support to 
the second, but whereas it represents the discovery of a substance 
with the properties of penicilium as not having been its dis­
coverer's specific aim, the second states that there were other 
discoverers who might as easily have discovered it. This second 
statement could conceivably be false, say on the grounds that Sir 
Alexander was the only investigator to be pursuing a line of 
research likely to lead to his 'chance' discovery, while at the same 
time leaving it open that he made it by chance. To say that a par­
ticular action has had a particular agent by chance is simply to 
aver the equal likelihood previous to its performance of its having 
been performed by somebody else. 

Since, then, a particular action cannot have a particular agent 
by chance in the same sense as is usual when we say that an agent 
performs an action by chance, it follows that chance in the latter 
sense consists of an asymmetrical relation. In this sense alone it is 
correlative to by excluding 'narrative' responsibility, but not cor­
relative to the 'explanatory' type. Hence the same asymmetry 
must also belong to responsibility of the narrative kind but not 
of the explanatory kind. I shall describe this asymmetry more 
positively later in this chapter. 

There is, indeed, another kind of asymmetry or, more accur­
ately, nonsymmetry between events in one-one necessary con­
nection, or the values of different variables in a causal law. 
Furthermore, this nonsymmetry, unlike temporal antecedence, 
does depend upon the necessary connection. It has, however, a 
purely epistemological origin, and is not essential to necessary 
connection. One event can be said to determine and the other to 
be determined, when the first gives us the value of a variable in the 
scientific formula by means of which we can determine, i.e. com­
pute, specifically what the other event must be without actually 
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needing to observe the latter. By calculation we determine what 
this latter event is: we do not determine that it is what it is- we 
do not cause it. Similarly, it is our conclusion that the latter is what 
it is, which is necessitated by the premise that the former is what 
it is. 

Now whether we use the earlier of two successive events rather 
than the later in order to determine the other, depends upon which 
is given and which is not. If the earlier event provides the data we 
predict the later event; and if the later event provides the data we 
retrodict the earlier event. A scientific formula can be used for 
either purpose: the nonsymmetry of this kind of determining 
depends purely on the accident of what we know.1 

Obviously this nonsymmetry is quite distinct from the tem­
poral asymmetry of antecedence. It is, furthermore, still less 
c~~a~le of accounting for the asymmetry of the agent's respon­
s~bihty for voluntary action. Voluntary action cannot be respon­
sible for agents in the same sense as agents are responsible for 
voluntary actions. 

W. e must, of course, admit that certain forms of necessary con­
nectlOn are asymmetrical. Necessary connection may be many-one 
or one-many as well as one-one. I have only shown that the neces­
sary connection between events which we designate by 'cause', 
etc. and ' fli ' · ' 1 · I C ' e ect , etc., respective y, may be symmetnca . on-
sequently any asymmetry that justifies the use of these terms 
must belong to additional relations between events and not to 
necessary connection as such. We must note too that if the asym­
~etry of responsibility were to be found solely to consist of 
t e one-manyness or many-oneness of given instances of neces­
scur connection our initial question how responsibility is com-
patible · h · d · · fi WI~ tn eterminacy would disappear. The question IS 

pro table JUst because there is a sense in which responsibility is 
Incompatible with indeterminacy. Hence we cannot trace the 
~syhmetry of responsibility in that sense to any indeterminacy 
tn ~h ev~nts for which the agent is held responsible. 
£ e historical reasons why we use asymmetrical terminology 
or e?ressing symmetrical relations of necessary connection 

must e omitted from this discussion. R. G. Collingwood has 

P· 11;.f. A. E. Taylor, Elements of Metap!.ysics, p. 175; B. Russell, op. cit., Ar. Soc. Proc., 
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contributed valuably1 to this subject, but there is much in his 
interpretation of the facts with which I disagree. 

2 

The relation of an agent to what he does voluntarily is that of 
a substance to an event, and therefore manifestly asymmetrical. 
It would be distinctly odd to say that what he has done is respon­
sible for the agent for this reason alone - at least if one were to 
use 'responsible' in the same sense as when one says the agent is 
responsible for what he does voluntarily. Perhaps, however, I 
should try and remove any possibility of the point I am making 
at the moment being misunderstood for one which I am about to 
make later on. For the moment I am merely distinguishing 
between two kinds of relationship, i.e. the explanatory and the 
narrative type of responsibility, while neither affirming nor deny­
ing that the one type may be reducible to another. Determinists 
could agree that the narrative type is substance-event in form and 
at the same time maintain that the explanatory one-one event­
event relation is its logical condition. For instance, they might 
say that when an agent is responsible for his action in the narrative 
sense his volition of the action is responsible for his action in the 
explanatory sense, and then add that preceding events are likewise 
responsible for his volition in the explanatory sense. Narrative 
responsibility on this account would be reducible to a subclass 
of explanatory responsibility. At the moment, however, I wish 
merely to guard against the confusion of one of the two types 
with the other. 

C. D. Broad has provided an instructive instance of this con­
fusion. He believes that a Libertarian interpretation alone can 
recognize the presuppositions of our ethical judgments, i.e. our 
beliefin what he calls 'categorical obligability'. On the other hand, 
he believes that indeterminacy is not a sufficient condition of 
categorical obligability. We wish to hold the agent responsible 
for doing, among the actions which indeterminacy makes possible, 
that particular action which he did in fact do rather than any of 

1 'On the So-called Idea of Causation', Ar. Soc. Proc., 19.36-.37, pp. 96-8. In its least 
misleading use it seems that the word 'cause' should be restricted to that limited part of 
the total particular conditions of an event which is controllable relative to a particular 
agent. Since in this sense it presupposes agency there is, of course, no possibility of the 
word being so used in the analysis of agency or responsibility of the narrative kind. 
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the others. Broad believes that this res onsibilit)'. is a condition 
additional to indeterminacy and ives ~he foJ\o\Vmg account of 
the way m which he tht"nk' L"b g . ...-.ight trY to recogntze 

h 
s 1 ertanans 1" 

w at he believes:l 

I. su~pect that they would uarrel with rnY statement that on 
~heu vtew, the fact that one ~uts forth such and such an effo~t 
m support of a certain desire is, in the strictest sense, an acc.t­
dent. They would like to say that the putting fo.rth .of a .certatn 
amount of effort in a certain direction at a certatn ume LS corn­
pletely determined by the agent or self considered a~ a substance 
or cont~nuant, and not by a total cause which :ontams as fact~rs 
ev~nts zn and dispositions of the agent. If thts could be matn­
ta~ned, our puttings-forth of effort would be completely dete~­
mmed, but their causes would neither be events nor contatn 
ev~~ts as cause factors. Certain series of events would then 
ongmate from causal progenitors which are continuants and not 
events. Since the first event in such a series would be com­
pletely determined, it would not be an accident. And, since the 
total cause of such an event would not be an event and would 
~ot contain an event as a cause factor, the. two, alternatives 
bo:nplet~ly determined' and 'partially deternuned would both 

e mapphcable to it. For these alternatives apply only to events. 

Of this supposed defence he observes:2 

.Now it is surely quite evident that if the beginning of a cer­
tam process at a certain time is determined at all, its total cause 
mu~t contain as an essential factor another event or process 
whtch enters into the moment from which the determined 
ehent issues. I see no prima facie objection to there being events 
~ at ar~ not completely determined. But in so far as an event is 

etermmed, an essential factor in the total cause must be other 
events. How could an event possibly be determined to happen 
a~ a certain date if its total cause contained no factor to which 
t tdnotion of date has any application? And how can the notion 
0 ate have any application to anything that is not an event? 

. 1 Determini . . . . . m Ethics dsh, lndetermmzsm, and Lzbertammzsm (C.U.P., 1934), PP· 42-3, reprinted 
2 Op ~~~ t e History of Philosophy. 

• Cit., pp. 44_~ • 
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Both Broad and his Libertarians have failed to realize that the 
substance-event type of responsibility belongs to a totally differ­
ent category from the event-event type - for the former type is 
not causal at all. The difference is not merely in the category of 
one of the terms, viz. the referent of the relation. The two types of 
relation themselves belong to a different category. This has been 
obscured by taking the statement that the agent is responsible for 
his action as synonymous with the statement that the agent deter­
mines his action. \Vhen the word 'determine' is used in this way 
with an accusative rather than with an infinitive, as in 'determine 
to do', it normally expresses a relation of the explanatory kind 
which holds between events and not between a substance and an 
event. Broad, of course, has used the term 'accident' in these 
passages and not the correlative term 'responsible'. But if there 
are two kinds of responsibility there are likewise two kinds of 
accident which one must be careful to distinguish. The solution, 
then, to the alleged Libertarian dilemma is not that the agent's 
action is no accident, since it is determined by a continuant or 
substance, i.e. the agent. The relation of determination can only 
hold between events. On the contrary, the agent's action is no 
accident, in the one relevant sense of 'accident', because his action 
is a voluntary one for which he is responsible in the relevant sense 
of 'responsible'. Perhaps the failure to distinguish the event-event 
type from the substance-event type of relation explains also why 
Broad and his Libertarians interpolate these 'puttings-forth' of 
effort between the agent and his action. Their motive may be to 
postpone to the very last moment the anomalous necessary con­
nection of a substance to an event, and if one postulates an occult 
type of event, the queerness of its necessary connection to a sub­
stance may be less apparent. 

Broad can still object that even if an explanatory type of respon­
sibility is distinguishable from a narrative type, nevertheless the 
antecedents of an action should provide a complete explanation 
of why the action occurs at one date rather than another. But this 
is exactly what the Libertarian indeterminacy defined in Chapter 
I does. It denies that every specific event has a sufficient antecedent 
causal condition, but not that it has an indispensahle causal condi­
tion. Now as long as an event has the latter, even though it has 
not the former, there is an absolutely sufficient explanation of its 
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temporal position. One must not confuse the explanation of tem­
poral position with the explanation of why it rather than a limited 
number of other events should occupy that particular temporal 
position. Libertarianism witholds this latter explanation alone. 

One argument of a rather insidious kind remains against the 
substance-event interpretation of action. Broad suspects1 that 
Libertarians who underwrite it may have been misled by a cer­
tain quite normal looseness in the use of the word 'cause'. Where 
a stone breaks a window it is not uncommon to say that the stone is 
the cause and the broken window or the breaking of the window the 
effect. Apparently, then, the causal relationship has in this instance 
been identified with a substance-event relationship. But, of course, 
to say that the stone is the cause is only a loose way of saying that 
the stone coming into contact at a certain velocity is the cause of 
the breaking of the window. The causal relationship is really an 
event-event relationship and not a substance-event relationship 
at all. The same will apply to persons. We say, for instance, 'He 
was the cause of all the trouble'. Even in voluntary action, then, 
there is according to this argument no genuine substance-event 
relationship. 

Broad himself, however, has been seduced by the same loose 
use of 'cause', though in a rather different way. It explains why 
he has assumed without question that the substance-event rela­
tionship is a causal relationship. The looseness which leads to a 
causal relationship between two events being described as a sub­
stance-event relationship may have led him to assume that all 
substance-event relationships are causal. Plainly they are not, as 
even the history of the same stone is enough to show. Even in the 
loose sense we never say that the stone is the cause of its flying 
th~ough the air. Yet the stone in flying is doing something, viz. 
flymg. It has efficacy. 

It is possible, of course, to split the flight of the stone into con­
stituent flights, and possible, perhaps, to describe each antecedent 
constituent as the cause of the subsequent one. But this move is 
not required to explain why we call the stone the cause of its 
flight for the simple reason that we never call it the cause of its 
flight. In any case to split an event up into causally related con­
secutive parts can only postpone the realization that every event, 

1 Op. cit., p. 4~· 
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composite or incomposite, is normally described as something 
being done by something in the category of substance. The most 
we can do is to reduce a particular application of the substance­
event relation to an event-event relation. \Ve cannot eliminate 
the category itself unless we go a step beyond ordinary usage and 
patronize more technical categories such as sense-data or \Vhite­
head's four-dimensional physical object-events which have been 
designed specifically for the purpose of eliminating substance. 

A clear distinction between substance-event and event-event 
relations is, however, no better than a preliminary to the under­
standing of voluntary action or narrative responsibility. Other 
substances besides persons, and persons as well, are commonly 
regarded as performing actions which are of a non-voluntary 
sort. Hence the substance-event asymmetry is not a unique mark 
of the specific form of narrative responsibility we are trying to 
characterize. We might, of course, prefer to call the responsibility 
of sticks and stones 'quasi-narrative' since narratives are peculiarly 
concerned with people in their voluntary actions rather than with 
things. So long, however, as the way in which quasi-narrative 
stops short of true narrative responsibility is left unexplained it 
still may seem possible that the substance-event relation has very 
little to do with what is peculiar to the latter alone. 

D 



CHAPTER IV 

ACTION AND PROCESS 

To appreciate fully that the relation between a substance ~nd 
an event belongs to a different category from the relation 

between an event and an event we have to attend to something 
more than its asymmetry. Asymmetry alone has merely marked 
the diff~rence in category between the referents of the two types 
of relatton. The more important distinction is between the time­
less a~d temporal characteristics peculiar to the explanatory and 
narrattve types of responsibility respectively. Indee~, we c~nnot 
fully understand the categories of substance and action until ~e 
have fully understood this further distinction. A general mis­
understanding explains the disrepute which has in rece~t years 
:tten~ed th~ ca_tegory of substance and the ~ons~que~t ~tsunder-
tandmg ?f actton. Substances are things wtth hts~orte~, t.e. a past 
~nd posstbly a future. Actions constitute these lustortes. To put 
~i m_ore _formally, substances are subjects of verbs for wl~ic? te~se 
besuncttons are significant. An understanding of the ?tstmctton 

t~een what has been done by the agent and what he ts about to 
do 1 · d" f d · d 1 s tn tspensable to an understanding both o omg an t Ie 
agent. 

. The relation of necessary co:nection is a formal timeless rela-
tion betwe I · 1 t 1 · . . en events. t ts not a material tempora occurren re a-
ttOn· u h · · 1 holds ts not t e kind of relation of which events constst: tt o~ Y 

between events. On the other hand the relation of narrative 
responsib T d · 1 1 tty oes constitute events if we regard actions as a 
~ass of events. It is the relation between the doer and what he oes. 

lo ~a~~ ~f nature can be treated1 as analogous to the rules of 
a gtca 10 ~r~nce. When we assert that p implies q where p and q 
re aropostttons, we assert something the truth of which is inde­

pen ent of time. The tense of 'implies' is the timeless or logical 
present. Now when applied to events, the word 'cause' can be 

1 Cf. Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax, chap. n, para. S· 
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used in this respect in exactly the same way to connote a proposi­
tional operation.1 The rules of this kind of operation must, of 
course, vary in certain respects from those of implication. Like 
'implies' we can use the word 'cause' to connect two propositions 
p and q when they refer positively or negatively to certain events 
as having occurred, occurring or about to occur. \Vhen used in 
this way it expresses with perfect adequacy the relation between 
events which the causal terminology of more ordinary speech is 
meant to indicate - provided we observe the conditions laid 
down in Chapter II. The sufficiency of p as a causal ground for 
inferring q must always be taken as relative to some causal law or 
set of laws. Consequently p is the sufficient ground for the in­
ference under the two conditions that 

(a) the causal law or set of laws which we take as applicable to 
the given situation is the sole causal law or set oflaws applicable 
for the purpose of inference; 
(h) if the law or set be the sole law or set applicable, it is appli­
cable neither in a more, nor in a less complex fashion than we 
allow. 

\Vhen 'causes' is used in this way, however, we must remember 
to observe the same distinction between validity and truth which 
we observe in logic. If we say that p implies q, we imply in this 
usage neither that p nor that q is true. On the other hand, causal 
terminology frequently carries the suggestion that the things 
which are causally related are facts, or actual events, or things 
that do exist. To say 'Something causes interference in my tele­
vision set' is to suggest both that the something is factual, and 
that the interference has taken place, or will take place by causal 
necessity. The tense of 'causes' is here the habitual and not the 
timeless present. The correct interpretation of tense, of course, 
depends very much on the context of the statement. In 'A car­
engine causes interference in a television set' it is more likely that 
the tense of 'causes' is the timeless and not the habitual present. 
Whether it is the habitual rather than the timeless present depends 
upon how far one can accurately substitute 'is causing' for 'causes' 
in the proposition. 

1 Cf. Arthur \V. Burks, 'The Logic of Causal Propositions', Mind, val. LX, No. 2.3, 
July 1951· 
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In contrast with the verb 'to cause' the use of the word 'to 
imply' can never imply that, where the ground refers in the 
affirmative to an occurrence, the occurrence must be actual. The 
truth of p implies q implies the truth neither of p nor of q. The 
fact that 'to imply' can be used in other tenses than the present 
might indeed obscure this. These other tenses, however, have the 
function of limiting the applicability of the rule of inference to 
some particular period of time. I might say 'In my day bad health 
implied financial ruin' without strictly implying that during the 
stated period anybody's health was bad. Although it is unlikely 
that everybody enjoyed good health at that time, my statement 
could be based not upon instances but upon the fact that there 
were no health insurance schemes in being then. Consequently, 
the whole statement is convertible to the timeless present with no 
loss of meaning, as distinct from elegance, simply by putting 
ground and consequent in propositional form somewhat as 
follows: 'That X's health was bad before such-and-such a date 
implies that X was financially ruined.' 

-:r:hose facts of usage can then be summed up in three con­
clustons: 

(I) There are instances where the use of the verb 'to cause' is 
very similar to that of 'to imply'. In whatever tense we use the 
verb,. we can translate the sense without any substantial loss of 
meanmg by asserting that one proposition is the sufficient causal 
gl round for inferring another proposition, where 'is' is in the time-
ess present. 

~2) Where this conversion is possible the existence of nothing 
w ether substantive or occurrent is being implied. 
, (3) There are, however instances where the use of the verb 
£to cause' _is less closely pa;allel to the use of the verb 'to imply', 
or the eXIstence of some substantive or occurrent is implied. 

Because of this third conclusion I may seem to have shown no 
more .than that the necessary connection expressed by 'cause' is 
sometzmes of a purely formal and timeless kind. What I engaged 
t? sh1ow ":'as, on the other hand, that it is always of a formal and 
t1me esskind B h. 1 · 0 h . · ut we must accept t 1s stronger cone us10n. t er-
bw tse, we Would ~ave to deny that one event cau~es another only 

ecause they sattsfy a valid causal law. Accordmgly, when the 
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verb 'to cause' is used with existential implications it must express 
something more than the necessity of connection between occur­
rents. The additional implication, however, is not that the neces­
sity between the connected events is something material as distinct 
from formal. \Vhen we say that one event has caused another we 
are not describing the occurrence of some occult output of energy 
in addition to the two events, even though we imply that these 
two have taken place. 

To treat the causal relation as material would lead to paradox. 
In addition to a first-order series of events that cause, and are 
caused, e.g. the running of a car-engine, we would require a 
second-order series of events, viz. the causings exercised and 
suffered by the first-order series. The event which is the running 
of the car-engine would have to stand to the process of causing 
interference in the same sort of substantive relation as the car­
engine stands to the process of running. Consequently, we would 
require a second-order time-dimension within which the first­
order event could persist as a substantive or continuant, in the 
same way as the first-order substantive, e.g. the car-engine, per­
sists in the first-order time-dimension throughout various activi­
ties such as running. Furthermore, is there any reason why 
second-order events should not persist and cause in a third-order 
time-dimension in the same way in which first-order events were 
required to persist and cause in a second-order time-dimension? 
Likewise is there any reason why the regress should stop at the 
third-order time-dimension, and not continue to infinity? 

Now, this regress or possible regress may seem worth while 
to some as a speculative hypothesis. It is not, however, an intended 
implication of the ordinary use of the terms 'cause', 'effect', etc. 
If we say that the forced march of BlUcher caused the tide of battle 
to turn against Napoleon at Waterloo, it is not our intention to 
attribute an independent history to this forced march in addition 
to the history of Europe of which it forms a part. When we say 
'Europe was unsettled then' we may either be comparing or con­
trasting the state of Europe then with what it is now or will be at 
some time in the futu:e. But in saying that BlUcher's forced march 
'caused' we are not conceding that at some date later than 1815 
the relation it held then to Napoleon's defeat may possibly change 
to something quite new. The past tense of the verb 'to cause' is 
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meant to indicate merely the time of the march and the defeat 
relative to the present. The causal relation between the events is 
treated as unchanging. 

We may conclude then that when causal terminology is_ use? 
to indicate necessary connections between events the relauon It 
describes is formal and timeless. Also we may note that the analogy 
with the use of the word 'imply' justifies further my description 
of this usage as explanatory. 

2 

A full explanation of the precise manner in which the agent­
action relation contrasts with the formal timeless relation of neces­
sary connection between events will be the work of several 
chapters. Only the first steps can be taken here. The distinction 
is one between a relation which one event may bear to another 
and a relation which constitutes these events as events. 

There are in fact two ways in which we can regard anything 
which takes time. We can treat it either as a unit or as a unity. 
These two ways, of course, are not mutually exclusive. When we 
treat the event as a unit we treat it as externally related to other 
events antecedent, concurrent, or subsequent. When, on the other 
hand? we treat it as a unity we are attending to its internal structure. 
Obviously we can attend to its internal and external relations at 
the same time. Now when we treat it as a unity there are two 
further ways in which we may regard it. We may regard it as made 
up of smaller externally related units, or we may regard it as what 
I shall call 'a process'. When we treat it as a process we treat it as 
composed of stages of development - and stages in the same 
process are not externally related to each other. They include and 
overlap each other. Bound up with the notion of stages and 
~e~elopment there are, of course, the further notions of poten­
tiality and actuality. The earlier stages are potentially the later 
stages and the later stages are the actuality of the earlier 
stages. 

This distinction can perhaps be elucidated by the following 
somewhat crude diagram: 
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A B c D 

The superscripted forms of the letter There represent successive 
instants in time, and the line which they punctuate at equal inter­
vals a similarly punctuated stretch of time, e.g. the period from 
Monday to Thursday morning. The letters A to D represent the 
limits of specific events or processes, e.g. a leisurely journey up 
the Malay peninsula with Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh, and 
Penang as the successive points of arrival or departure on each 
morning or evening respectively. 

When we conceive this journey as consisting of event-units 
we represent it as the sum of AB, BC, and CD in temporal order 
or otherwise. When on the other hand we represent it as a process, 
we represent it as consisting of AB, AC, and AD in that order. 
Each of the latter three events is represented as a separate stage in 
the final stage, i.e. the completed process AD: alternatively, each 
is regarded as a form complete or incomplete, actual or potential, 
of AD. I shall show that when we treat a temporal unity as a 
process, we regard the earlier event-units as in one-many necessary 
connection with the later ones. Thus, given CD, the preceding 
events BC and AB must be given by necessity, since in accor­
dance with the one-many pattern they are indispensable conditions 
of CD. In the same way BC must presuppose AB. But neither the 
occurrence of AB nor the occurrence of BC presupposes respec­
tively the later occurrence ofBC and CD. Each later event accord­
ingly sums up the earlier event. 

One way of giving AD this sort of structure is simply to regard 
AB as the first of its components, BC as the second, and CD as the 
third. We would have to describe the journey up country in this 
way. Instead of saying we did the journey in three stages, viz. 
Singapore to Kuala Lumpur, Singapore to Ipoh, and finally 
Singapore to Penang, we would surely say that on the first day we 
went from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur, on the second from 
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Kuala Lumpur to Ipoh, and on the third from Ipoh to Penang. 
Here the task of successive aggregation of events into stages in a 
process falls upon the words 'first', 'second', and 'third'. By defini­
tion a third presupposes, but is not presupposed by, a second; and 
a second presupposes, but is not presupposed by, a first, since the 
first component could be the only one. But AD might have the 
process structure for other reasons as the following example 
shows. 

Let us take the temporal whole consisting of a stone breaking 
a window. This is represented as a process if it is considered first 
as the stone coming into contact with the window, and then as the 
stone breaking the window, since the parts are articulated as stages 
and not as mutually exclusive. If, on the other hand, it is repre­
se~ted as consisting first of the stone coming into contact with the 
wmdow, and then of the window breaking, then it is represented as 
a w?ole consisting of events, because the parts are mutually ex­
clustv~. Observe here how the second event-unit, i.e. the window 
breakmg, presupposes, but is not presupposed by, the earlier as 
sao~ as it is described as the stone breaking the window. The 
ea.rher event-unit, i.e. the stone coming into contact with the 
Wtndow, does not presuppose the occurrence of the second, since 
o~her causal conditions might conceivably intervene to prevent 
~ e la~ter (cf. Chapter n). Here, then, a one-many structure has 

een tmposed upon the temporal unity by the definitions of the 
terms used to describe it. We could, of course, change it to a one­
~he st.ructure by describing the stone's coming into contact with 
th~ Wtndow as the stone's being about to break the window. In 
. ts Way the window would be broken by definition. However, 
~ ~ay not be broken in fact. We have to wait until it is broken 
t e ore We can describe the preceding event in that way. In con­
arast We can describe the second event as soon as it occurs, in such 
alr:aJ as to presuppose the first since, of course, the first has 

l'~.Y occurred. 
r 1 . ts explains in a preliminary way how we can distinguish 
e e attons holding between events from relations which constitute 
Vents U c 1 . . h . . h I . s b · n10rtunate y, 1t must gtve t e tmpresston t at re auon 

e etween events are fundamental to relations which constitute 
Vents · h" w l ' Stnce I have defined the second in terms of the first. T ts 
ou d lead to an infinite regress since by definition a constitutive 
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relation must be more fundamental than a relation holding between 
events thus constituted. I cannot remove these regressive implica­
tions until Chapter IX. In the meantime we must attend as a 
necessary preliminary to certain refinements in our notion of 
process. 



CHAPTER V 

TYPES OF PROCESS 

THE task of locating the type of process peculiar to voluntary 
actions or actions for which the agent has genuine narrative 

responsibility still lies ahead. To this end we must refine the 
notion of process further. I shall now propose and explain a num­
ber. of broad distinctions mainly in order of expository con­
vemence. 

(i) Activities and Phenomena. 
~~~) Self-determining and Non-self-determining Processes. 
(lll) Prospective and Retrospective Processes. 

As principles of division these pairs are not mutually exclusive. 
Some of them can be used for subdividing the division made by 
odthers. More important still however is that some are more fun-

am lh ' ' the e~ta t. a~ ot~ers. In particular we shall in later cha~ters use 
thtrd dtsttnctton between prospective and retrospective pro­

cest to explain more fully what distinguishes voluntary from non­
vo unt.ary activities. 
f Actzvities and Phenomena- What distinguishes an activity 
:oml a phenomenon in the sense in which I use these words is 
~~& th~t an activity is a process expressed by a verb the subject 

P ch lS a substance whereas a phenomenon is a process ex-
ressed n b · 1 m ot Y means of a verb but by means of a substantive. n 

ta~~bcases the di~tinction is merely at a verbal le:rel. Whe? we 
h . 0.ut countnes declaring war, persons behavmg or mtsbe-

avmg tn . . . . d ina . vanous ways, orgamsms growmg or decaymg, an 
ntmate ob1· · · · d 'b' · viti . ects movmg or mteractmg, we are escrt mg acti-

catees In my sense of the word, since I am also interpreting the 
diffegory of substance sufficiently liberally to include all these 
of s~bnt sorts of entity. Activities, then, are phases in the history 
tence s~ances: There are, however, other process-describing sen­
substs tn ~htch the substantive expression does not refer to a 
'theSance. t refers to a complete process, e.g. 'the Reformation', 
blast ec?nd World War', 'the Edinburgh Festival', the 'sunset', 'the 

0 a foghorn', 'the whine of a siren', etc. The events to 
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which the first three of these expressions refer could no doubt be 
described by sentences which refer to the behaviour of individual 
substances. The Edinburgh Festival, for instance, consists of the 
behaviour of individual artists and the members of their audience. 
On the other hand, the latter three expressions seem to refer to 
sensations, or, to use a more specialized term, sensa, as distinct 
from physical objects. No doubt they contain references to sub­
stances, but the inadequacy of our vocabulary for referring to 
sensa except by reference to the material objects with which they 
are associated is a familiar one. \Vhen we refer to a sunset, or to 
the blast of a foghorn, or to the whine of a siren, we are not 
necessarily alluding respectively to the sun setting, or a foghorn 
blowing, or a siren whining, nor in general to the activities of a 
substance. 

What distinguishes a phenomenon decisively from a substance 
is the verb of which it may be the subject. These verbs all belong 
to the second order. They do not describe processes in the way 
in which activity verbs do. Their function may be to express 
causal relationships as in 'The war has caused a shortage in rubber 
supplies' or 'The throbbing pain keeps me awake at night'. Alter­
natively they may describe stages in the completion of a process, 
its duration, location, or extent. Thus we may speak of the Edin­
burgh Festival lasting three weeks, of the Italian Renaissance 
beginning, spreading or gathering momentum, etc., and of the 
last Olympic Games having been held in Sydney. It can be seen 
that the verbs used here do not narrate the history of anything in 
the same way as activity verbs. Instead they relate activities to 
spatia-temporal co-ordinates. \Vhen we turn to the subject of 
prospective process we shall pay particular attention to one 
specific set of co-ordinating expressions, viz. 'present', 'past', and 
'future'. These adjectives are used to indicate stages in a process 
in a special way and tense inflections perform the same function in 
a parallel manner. 

The main point of distinguishing activities from phenomena is 
to guard against confusion between two different functions of 
verbs associated with process. This particular form of confusion 
might not lead to serious error but could blunt our appreciation 
of the significance of process. In most cases it is perhaps better to 
express the distinction at the purely verbal level using the formal 
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mode of speech, since most processes can be described in either 
way. The existence of sensations and more controversially of 
sense-data constitute an exception, since they are independent of 
substance in important senses. If one is phenomenonistically in­
clined one will wish to reduce all statements about activities to 

statements about the sensum-class of phenomena and maintain 
that the latter are more basic and elementary. This is an issue 
which I wish for the moment to leave open. 

Self-determining and Non-self-determining Processes - An ex­
ample of a non-self-determining process has already been put to 
considerable use, and its main features should by this time be 
sufficiently familiar. When a stone breaks a window the event 
which we describe in this way is organized by our mode of 
description into a temporal unity. We could easily, however, 
ch_oose .a mode of description in terms of which the content of 
this umty would become bifurcated or even more complexly 
fragmented. According to my interest I can view what has occur­
red as the stone breaking the window, or the stone coming into 
contact with the window and the window breaking. 

These are alternative methods of grouping the content of 
what falls within one particular strand of time or spatia-tem­
porally continuous region. They are not equivalent, for only if I 
regard what has occurred within these limits as one process, viz. 
as t~e s~one breaking the window, would I regard the stone 
cohng Into contact with the window as a preliminary stage, viz. 
as t e stone being about to break the window. According to the 
one way I make a distinction between the preliminary and final 
stages, and according to the other I distinguish between complete 
and h self-contained processes. Which of the two alternative 
met. o~s of organization I adopt need depend only upon the 
subJecttve factors of my interest and attention. The content alone 
rna~ be ~bjective and independent of these. 

hat Is true of the stone is in fact true for all processes what­
soe~er. The way in which we identify and delimit what happens 
nee depend, in its organization though not in its objective con­
~ent, sol~ly upon our interest and attention even where what 
b-ppens Is organized independently of these as well. Viewed in 

t IS way all processes can be regarded as non-self-determining, 
for the organization is dependent upon the person who describes 
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them. Even the voluntary actions of an agent may be viewed in 
this way, at least by others, or by the agent himself with the spec­
tator's eye. Travelling to a destination can be considered pica­
resquely as a number of self-contained journeys, or as one which 
takes place in several stages. In fact there is no illuminating 
difference under the category of non-self-determining process 
between voluntary and non-voluntary process. 

In contrast, where a process is self-determining there are objec­
tive reasons in addition to subjective ones for attending to just one 
particular section of time and space, and for taking it as a temporal 
unity. \Ve are objectively justified in regarding a specific grouping 
of event-units as a temporal unity where the relatively later event­
units determine the relatively earlier event-units, but not vice 
versa. Let AD be the temporal unity of which the event-units are 
in necessary connection. Then, it is only if CD is the sufficient 
condition of BC and AB, and BC the sufficient condition of AB, 
and furthermore, if neither AB is the sufficient condition of BC 
or CD, nor BC a sufficient condition of CD, that there are objec­
tive reasons for regarding AB as a stage in AC and AC as a stage 
in AD. If, on the other hand, each of the three event-units were 
a sufficient condition of all, it would be perfectly legitimate to 
regard AB as a stage in AC, and AC as a stage in AD. Each of 
these stages is certainly an incomplete form of AD, but they are 
not stages in the development of AD as a necessarily connected 
whole. They are not stages in the objective determination of AD 
as an objectively determined whole. The objective determination 
of the whole would be as complete in AB as in AD. Likewise, if 
the earlier stages alone are sufficient conditions of the later, they 
cannot be stages in the objective determination of the whole, 
because the whole would be completely determined at the begin­
ning instead of at the end alone. 

In supposing that necessary connections may be asymmetrical 
I am not, incidentally, going back on Chapter III. We saw that 
asymmetry does characterize one-many or many-one necessary 
connection. Likewise when I say that one event may be a suffi­
cient condition of another, I am not going back on Chapter 1. Its 
sufficiency must be understood as relative to the two conditions 
that were outlined. 

In finding examples of self-determining processes I am under 
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no obligation to vouch for these examples being genuine, since 
their function is purely illustrative. Consequently I shall be tread­
ing on no deterministic toes by giving instances where later events 
determine earlier but not vice versa. However, even supposing 
that genuine examples can be given, they are possibly reconcilable 
with deterministic premisses. Successive events which are in 
strictly one-one necessary relationships in their more determinate 
characteristics may in their more general characteristics display 
one-many necessary relationships, if indeed they display any at all. 

One type of change which apparently exemplifies self-deter­
mination is that of organic growth (or decay). In the classic 
example of the growth of an oak tree from an acorn one can 
reasonbly assert that unless there is an acorn, there will be no oak, 
and, accordingly, that if there is an oak, there must have been an 
acorn. On the other hand, there is plenty of evidence to show 
that acorns may not develop into oak trees. Conditions of soil, 
weather, etc., are all equally indispensable to the growth of an 
oak. We may note in passing, however, that this asymmetry of 
nec~ssary connection between acorns and oak is perfectly com­
pattble with the symmetry of Determinism. The presence of an 
a.corn is an element which a number of incompatible total situa­
tl~ns might have in common. Accordingly, the apparent indeter­
mmacy in the consequences of this common element could be 
~xplained deterministically in terms of the variety of additional 
~ctors that differentiate from each other the various incompatible 
Sltua~ions in all of which the acorn is present. 

It 1s not entirely irrelevant to notice a further feature of organic 
growth. It illustrates a distinction between temporally definite and 
~~mpor~lly indefinite process which is of incidental interest to the 
~scuss1on of ends in Chapter vm, Section I. I refer to the plasti­

c~y1 displayed in the growth of organisms by which the final T aracteristic may be achieved in any one of a number of ways. 
0 t~~e an extremely simple instance, the acorn will in suitable 

chndlttons grow into an oak tree whichever way it is planted in 
the ground. If planted with the germinating part downwards the 
\?ots will very soon turn round and strike upwards. Becau~e of 
t Is We ascribe to organic behaviour a teleological or quasi-teleo-

ad 1 Cf. R. B. Braithwaite, Scientific Explanation, p. 329ff who however makes no 
equate d" · · · d I I ' ' ' ' 1st1nct10n between tlus an t 1e se f-detcrmining characteristic of organisms. 
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logical character: the organism behaves as if it were adopting a 
means to a specific end. Now, in consequence of this adaptability 
the organic process is within limits a temporally indefinite one, 
since the length of time for its completion will depend upon the 
presence or absence of snags which it has to surmount. 

In illustration of temporally definite self-determining character­
istics we can turn to the field of history. It is plausible to suppose 
that a certain historical event, either in its specific or general 
characteristics would never have occurred if it had not been pre­
ceded by another particular event, and that particular event alone. 
At the same time it would be less plausible to claim that given 
the antecedent event the subsequent event followed inevitably. 
We would regard the latter claim as far more ambitious than the 
former. Now one of the things we might expect the historian to 
explain is why the historical process in question took the length 
of time it actually did take to reach completion. \Ve might ask 
him why it took Germany so long to achieve nationhood as com­
pared with neighbouring states. In actual practice, of course, we 
would not expect him to explain the duration of the process within 
very exact limits. It might not even be possible to assign exact 
temporal limits to the process in question. But nevertheless, 
allowing for a certain margin of inexactitude, we do expect ex­
planations of the duration occupied by a process from the 
historian, as well as explanations of why the process happened at 
all. Accordingly, we may regard historical processes as illustrating 
the temporally definite type of self-determining process. 

These illustrations, however, have only limited value. \Ve saw 
how processes of the non-self-determining kinds are in a manner 
subjectively conditioned not in content but in organization. To 
a lesser degree this is true also for the self-determining processes 
which I have used as illustrations. They exhibit one-many neces­
sary relationships in respect of characteristics which are rather 
general and our selection of these features rather than more specific 
ones is determined by subjective interest. The growth of the acorn 
has the one-many relationship to the growth of the oak tree only 
with respect to these rather general characteristics which I am 
mentioning now. If, however, I were able to describe an instance 
of the sequence of these two events more specifically, or just 
differently, the connection might for all that has been shown to 
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the contrary turn out to be one-one. It will fall?":' of cours~ that 
where the specific as well as the general charact~nstics of a ~enes of 
events displays a one-many pattern of connection then this struc­
ture is not subjectively conditioned, at least not in the present 
sense. Later we shall see that this type of process could be des­
cribed as subjectively conditioned in an entirely different se~se. 
So far as actions are conditioned by intentions they are subjec­
tively conditioned and such actions are in fundamentals speci­
fically self-determining processes. I mention this here only to 
avoid the possibility of later confusion. 

The need arises now to distinguish between two kinds of self­
determining process and here for the first time we come to the 
fund~mental distinc~ion between processes, or the doer-doing 
relat10n on the one hand, and event-event relations, on the 
other. S~ far we have supposed that, when considering what 
occurs _wahin a particular spatia-temporal area as a process, we 
are takmg events in an order of increasing inclusiveness instead of 
one _afte_r another. But since events are processes, this manner of 
elucidatlOn has had the disadvantage of analysing process in 
terms of itself. All we have really succeeded in doing so far is to 
show the relation of a comprehensive process to its distinguishable 
sub-processes. In actual fact however we have hit upon the 
e · 1 h ' ' sse~ua c aracteristic of a process or event, viz. the one-many 
re~at10n ~f d~pendence holding between its parts. While we dealt 
'hth subJ~Ctively conditioned processes it was possible to regard 
t .e constituent events as independent entities, which we could 
v~w sepa~ately or together according to the way in which they 
a ect our Interests. Actually, however, what constitutes an event 
as an event is the fact that it occupies a place as a term in a one­
many relationship of dependence. The subjectively conditioned 
proc~sses are simply processes which display a one-many struc­
ture In the interdependence of their parts which is additional to 
the structure which actually constitutes these parts as events. The 
proof of this is given in Chapter IX. 

Prospective and Retrospective Process- A distincti~n of this 
~art h:comes necessary if we are to un~erstand the vanous ~ays 
m Which, to use Aristotelian categones, the later stages m a 
proce~s. are potentially in the earlier, and can be said to be their 
actualltles. It is a paradox in the Aristotelian system, accentuated 
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no doubt by latinized translation, that his actualities need never 
become actual. The acorn sometimes 'fails' to become an oak. 
Similarly the traveller who has reached Ipoh on the second even­
ing of a three-day journey up the Malay peninsula, is not thereby 
entitled to say quite literally that he will reach Penang the next 
evening. In the interim his car may break down, or he may be 
recalled to Singapore, or he may just become fed up. Of all the 
things that might happen his arrival next evening in Penang is, of 
course, by definition of terms the most appropriate if one chooses 
to describe his successive arrivals and departures on previous days 
as stages in the journey from Singapore to Penang. But it is im­
portant to realize that one has full warrant to describe it in this 
way only after the three-day period· has elapsed and the journey 
been completed. Hence one may describe this sort of process as 
retrospective. 

If the full period elapses without his arrival in Penang, one can, 
of course, continue to describe the earlier arrivals and departures 
as stages in the process of completing the journey simply by 
describing the journey as abortive. This manner of speech, how­
ever, if taken quite literally as applicable to all processes, may lead 
to the impression that nature is being frustrated in some way, and 
to a belief in some true actuJ.lity that lies latent not merely in per­
sons in the form of their intentions but in things like stones and 
acorns which commonly are held to be incapable of intending. 
One can avoid this conclusion if one realizes that in grouping 
together as a process a set of events which could as accurately 
have been described as discrete one is adopting a retrospective 
outlook. The fact that some of the events may be anticipated and 
may not in fact occur does not gainsay this, for a retrospective 
outlook may be anticipated as well. 

In prospective process on the other hand the actuality to which 
the preliminary stages point is the actuality which is about to 
occur quite literally. Where a later event is the actuality of an 
earlier event it must occur. This kind of 'aboutness' is the kind 
possessed by anything in respect of its future. But we must notice 
here an important distinction between what was, what is and what 
will be about, or going to, happen. Something that is about to 
happen must happen. On the other hand, something that was 
about to happen or will be about to happen may not have hap-

E 
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pened, or may not happen, respectively. Thus one can say 'The 
train was about to depart when at the last moment the guard 
caused a delay'. Or again 'He will be about to depart, and then you 
must prevent him'. But one cannot correctly say 'This is about to 
happen, but something will prevent it', although one can say 'This 
is about to happen, if nothing happens to prevent it'. If something 
really is going to happen ther.bydefinition nothing can prevent it. 

These differences between retrospective and prospective pro­
cess are not differences of content. One and the same process can 
he considered as retrospective or prospective. The stages of any 
pro.cess that has taken place must have had in the moments of 
the1r occurrence prospective potentiality. The distinction between 
the stages of prospective process is simply the distinction which 
we J?ake when using the terms 'past', 'present' or 'future', and the 
equiValent tenses or temporal adverbs. The present consists of 
the P.astness of one set of events and the futurity of another. The 
past 1s the incomplete actuality and the future is the completion of 
what the past is potentially. Unlike the past and the future, then, 
the .Present is not a period of time but a date at which two adjacent 
penods of time are respectively in the past and future. As such it 
1s n_?t to be contrasted with the past and the future considered as 
per10ds of time, but, on the contrary, with dates in the past and 
future when the distinction between past and future was or will be 
different. 

~n this interpretation, then, the present corresponds say to the 
pomt C at T 3 in the diagram. The past would then correspond to 
AC between T 1 and T 3 and the future to CD between T 3 and T 4 • 

The contrast between 'c on the one hand, and B on the other, 
would then be between the date when AC and CD are in the past 
and fu~ure respectively, and the date :vhen AB and BD were 
respect1vely in the past and future. Agam, the contrast between 
Con the one hand and Don the other, would be between the date 
when AC and CD are in the past and future respectively, and the 
date when AD and whatever follows outside this end of the dia­
gram, will he r~spectively in the past and futur~. To treat C rat?er 
than B or D as the present is simply to treat 1t as the date wh1ch 
?ates B or D as past or future dates. Thes~ dates of course date C 
m turn hut only in the indirect way in wh1ch a past or future date 
can date the present. 
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This interpretation of the present as a date is, of course, essen­
tial to the elucidation of the idea of prospective process, and I 
propose to show that it is unequivocally supported by the facts of 
linguistic usage. \Ve do, it must be admitted, speak in certain 
circumstances of 'in the present' just as we speak of 'in the past' 
of 'in the future'. This might mislead one to suppose that the 
present is a period of time correlative to the past and future rather 
than the date of the past and future. But, on the other hand, while 
common usage allows us to say 'at present' it does not allow 
us to say 'at past' or 'at future'; and this is sufficient to establish the 
dating function of the present relative to the past or future. The 
phrase 'in the present' has a more complex purpose than may 
first appear, and I shall discuss it later. 

Let us first see what would happen if we did not interpret the 
use of the terms 'past', 'present', or 'future' in the way I have 
indicated. There will be two other possibilities. 

According to the first, an event might be past, present, or 
future, in the way in which one geometrical figure may be smaller, 
equal to, or greater in area than another. Of these three relations 
both smaller than and greater than allow many different sizes of 
figure as their referents, whereas equal to allows only one size of 
figure. This analogy might explain why 'the present' seems to 
refer to something much narrower than either 'the past' or 'the 
future'. The analogy holds in other important respects as well. 
No two of these three geometrical properties can consistently be 
attributed to the same figure at the same time. Likewise no event 
can at the same time be past, present, and future or any two of 
these. 

There, however, the analogy stops. The same two geometrical 
figures must at all times be related by the same relation of size. It 
is not only inconsistent to say at T 1 'A is both smaller and greater 
in area than B '. It is likewise inconsistent to say at T 1 'A is smaller 
in area than B' and then at T 2 'A is greater in area than B' (pro­
vided that by definition of terms no change in the area of either 
figure is permitted). On the other hand, as McTaggart pointed 
out,I it may be necessary to say at T 1 'A is in the future' and at T 2 

'A is in the past', although, of course, it would remain inconsistent 
to say either at T 1 or at T 2 'A is both in the past and the future'. 

1 The Nature of Existence, section 332. 
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The difference between the two types of sentence, one about 
area and the other about time, lies in the function of the copula 
'is'. In the sentences about area there is no point in distinguishing 
the function of 'is' from the function of 'was' or of 'will be': this 
followed from the definition of 'the same figure'. In the group of 
sentences about events, the distinction between 'is', 'was', and 
'will be' does have a useful and necessary function. In the sen­
tences about area the copula is timeless: in those about events it 
is temporal. Now the temporal copulae indicate that the sentences 
in which they occur may only be true at the moment of utterance, 
which is from the utterer's point of view the present. Con­
sequently, since adjectives like 'past' and 'future' can only occur 
in such sentences, their applicability must be relative to the present. 
This is the true explanation of the narrowness of the present 
relative to the past and the future. The analogy in narrowness 
between the present and the geometrical relation equal to was 
quite misleading. 

These arguments dispose of the first method of regarding the 
present as correlative with the past and the future instead of as a 
date for the distinction between past and future; for they show 
that the truth of a statement about what is in past or future 
de~ends upon the statement's tense. Bu~ one might argue alter­
n~tively that though the present. has this dating function along 
wah past dates and future dates, 1t may be correlative to the past 
and future as well. One might take as evidence the fact that we 
sometimes use the phrase 'in the present' and not merely the 
phrase 'at present'. Since we also use the phrases 'in the past' and 
'in the future', this might suggest that like 'past' and 'future' the 
word 'present' may indicate a period of time as well as a date. By 
referring to a period of time as 'the present', however, we don't 
necessarily treat it as correlative with the periods of time that are 
~ast and future. A thick black line on a sheet of paper is extended 
hke the areas which it divides. Nevertheless, even when aware 
of the fact, we usually treat it as a limit, common to the two areas 
rather than as an intermediate area. Again, while aware of the 
size of the Pyrenees we usually treat them as the boundary be­
tween France and Spain and not as third country. Likewise, when 
we speak of a number of events, as in the present, we draw atten­
tion principally to the fact that they are temporal boundaries 
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between the past and the future, even while recognizing that they 
have relative to each other a temporal order as well. If we want to 
ignore the reference to the past and future which these events 
limit, we have to invent a philosophical or psychological locution 
such as 'the specious present'. 

However, let us suppose that the present is a correlative of the 
past and the future as well as a date, and see where this leads us. 
It will imply that the present not only dates the pastness or 
futurity of events, but also the presentness of other events as well. 
Not only will one contrast the distinction between past and future 
at present with past or future distinctions, but one will have to 
contrast the present at present with the present in the past and 
future. Now I feel a greater uneasiness about saying 'In 1815 the 
battle of Waterloo was in the present' than I would feel about 
saying 'In 1816 the battle of\Vaterloo was in the past' or 'In 1814 
the battle of\Vaterloo was in the future'. I would feel inclined to 
put 'the present' in quotation marks while leaving 'the past' and 
'the future' unadorned. Otherwise, to make the former statement, 
would be similar to saying 'In 1815 the battle of \Vaterloo was 
happening now': and this seems to suppose some odd kink in 
time whereby events of 1815 are identical with something occur­
ring now. On the other hand, the corresponding versions of the 
latter two statements would be 'In 1816 the battle of Waterloo 
was no longer happening' and 'In 1814 the battle of\Vaterloo had 
not yet happened' respectively: and in contrast these two state­
ments in no way outrage our sense of normality. Accordingly, 
normal usage suggests that the present is not correlative to the 
past or future, since the phrase 'in the present' does not occur in 
the same way as the phrases 'in the past' or 'in the future', nor the 
adverb 'now' in the same way as the adverbs 'no longer' or 'not yet'. 

I do not suggest, however, that any logical absurdity is entailed 
by taking the present as a correlative of the past and future. I only 
maintain that as a matter of linguistic fact we don't, and further­
more, that it is unnecessary and uneconomical to do so. The pre­
sent, as we saw earlier, must have at the very least a dating func­
tion to prevent logical absurdities. Accordingly, if we make it a 
correlate of the past and future which it dates, we are involved in 
an infinite regress. We imply that the presentness of an event 
must be past, present, or future, in the same way in which the 
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pastness of futurity of an event may be past, present, or future. 
But if this is so, then the second order past, present, or future 
must likewise be past, present, or future and so on ad infinitum. 
When discussing infinite regresses one must, of course, resist the 
temptation to call them 'vicious' by way of rhetorical flourish. I 
can see nothing vicious in this particular regress.1 Vicious regres­
ses are limited to regresses which arise from analysing concepts 
either directly or indirectly in terms of themselves; but no attempt 
has here been made to define anything. 

The regress is objectionable here simply because it is unneces­
sary. In its place one can substitute an indefinite regress by con­
fining the function of the present to that of dating instead of 
something that is dated. In functioning as a date the present is in 
contrast with yet other dates - a contrast between what is at the 
present in the past or future and what was in the past, or will be 
in the future, in the past or in the future. These other dates, how­
ever, since they are all in what at present is the past and future, 
must all be dated by the present as well. But one can in addition, 
if one wishes, date them by other dates than the present. When one 
uses the pluperfect tense, e.g. 'He has had a bad start in lif~', one 
places an event in what is past relative to a date which is in the 
past relative to one's present: likewise, when one uses the future 
perfect tense, e.g. 'We shall have left by then', one places an event 
in the past of a date which is in the future relative to one's present; 
and there are infinitely more of these indirect ways of locating an 
event in time than the grammarians have taken the trouble to 
recognize. So long, however, as one does not treat the present 
as c.orrelative to, as well as dating, the past and future, there is no 
logtcal necessity that one should date dates as well as events. 

It might be argued, however, that unless we suppose that the 
present functions as more than a date, we cannot account for the 
facts of experience. Without a third container, comparable to 
~he past and future, would we have to omit certain events from our 
~entory of reality? Linguistic usage may seem to suggest this. 

e frequently use the adverbial 'now', or the adjectival 'present', 
to refer to periods of considerable length. 2 We even speak about 

~ ~f~·ggart assumes without any argument that there is. (Loc. cit.) 
f[. )lndlay, 'Time: A Treatment of Some Puzzles' (Logic and Language: First Series, 

PP· 40 · 
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'the present epoch'. \Vhere we use temporal inflections we not 
only say 'He did X' or 'He will do X' but also 'He does X' or 'He 
is doing X'. If the present is a date alone, must we cut out the 
events to which we allude in the present tense from the totality 
of existence? By no means. This use of the present tense is dictated 
purely by our method of describing occurrences. \Ve might want 
to refer to an occurrence only as a member of a temporal unity, 
and if this temporal unity is sufficiently long in duration and in­
sufficiently remote in the past or future it must straddle the 
point of division between the past and the future. But it is always 
possible to group occurrences in such a way that the grouping 
does not straddle the present, although it may be the straddling 
grouping alone that happens to interest us. Thus, while writing 
the previous sentences I might have answered the question '\Vhat 
are you doing just now?' by saying '\Vriting this sentence'; but, 
carefully synchronizing my speech with my pen, I might have 
said 'I have just written the word "although" '.It would of course 
be eccentric to answer the question in this way, because to ask the 
question at all implies that one is prepared to tolerate a margin 
of inaccuracy which is sufficient to accommodate the length of 
time during which one could reasonably expect a reply. To treat 
an event as a limit is, as I have already said, no more odd than to 
treat a mountain range or a river as a boundary between two 
countries. 

The present, then, is a stage in prospective process or the process 
of time. It is distinguishable from past stages for it includes in the 
past what was previously in the future and excludes from the 
future some events that were previously in the future. It is like­
wise distinguishable from future stages because it excludes from 
the past some events that will be in the past and includes in the 
future some events which will not be in the future. 

This completes my explanation of the distinction between 
retrospective and prospective process. It completes likewise the 
explanation of the distincton between relations that relate events 
but which are themselves timeless and relations which are tem­
poral because they constitute events. Necessary connection is a 
timeless relation whereas the relation between potentiality and 
actuality is a temporal relation constituting process. It is natural 
at this point to raise the question whether the timeless type of 
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relation is logically related in any way to the temporal type. Does 
one presuppose the other in any form? In Chapter VII I propose 
to show that the temporal relation does not presuppose one-one 
necessary connection of the deterministic type and in Chapter IX 

that one-many necessary connection of the Libertarian type en­
tails the temporal type of relation. It will become obvious in these 
chapters that these issues depend very much upon whether retro­
spective process is the more ultimate type. Can prospective pro~ess 
be analysed in terms of the relation of inclusion and excluston 
~10ld~ng ~etween temporally ordered aggregates of events, as o~r 
mterm~ dtagram seems to suggest, or is the idea of process ~astc 
to the tdea of an event? I wish to leave these questions undectded 
for the moment. 

It is important to understand that the three broad distinctions 
we have been investigating in this chapter have been distinctions 
between categories under which processes are subsumable rather 
than between species of process. The same process may in certain 
~ses,. though not in all, be subsumable under several of these. 
ert~m of these categories are, however, more basic than others 

~nl~ m_the course of sorting out their mutual relationships in the 
h owm? chapters we shall solve the problem inherited from 
~-~previOus one by finally locating voluntary action. \Vhat is the 

1 I erence between the action of an object of any sort and the 
"!0 hntary action of a person? An obvious but unambitious answer 
~~ t ~ the presence of intention or purpose, or at the very least, h a sehnce of any contrary intention or purpose, is indispensable 
w e~e t e action is voluntary. This answer however leaves the 
prectse natu f · . ' · ' d 

1 . re 0 tntent10n or purpose undetermmed. It oes not 
exp am specifically the precise part played by intention in the 
pr~es~hke structure of action. 
Both t t moment two conceptions of intention seem dominant. 
·nt 0 t~em lend themselves more directly to a deterministic 
1t. erplretatton of action than to Libertarianism. The more tradi-
tOna account f h . I 0 t e two interprets intending or purposmg as 

menta ~vents which are antecedent causal conditions of volun-
tar~ a~tt~n. The less traditional account gives a dispositional 
ana ysts m the Rylean manner.! Thus to say that an action is 

1 Concept of Mind, pp. IJ8ff. 
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voluntary is interpreted as shorthand for a number of statements, 
all but one of which are essentially hypothetical in form. Ryle 
calls this analysis 'mongrel-categorical'. For instance 'X caught 
the 9· 30 a.m. intentionally' would be the equivalent of 'X caught 
the 9· 30 a.m. and if he had been given the wrong platform num­
ber and hadn't discovered the error in time he would have missed 
his train, and if he had slept in he would have hurried to catch 
it ... ' On either of these accounts, then, the relationship of respon­
sibility is reducible to a one-one, or, at least, to a many-one 
necessary connection between events. Libertarians, on the other 
hand, postulate one-many necessary connections. Accordingly, 
they couldn't regard responsibility for voluntary action as consist­
ing solely of the intentionality of the action as analysed in either 
of these two ways. If an intention is an event with only one action 
as its possible overt efrect, then they would have to postulate an 
indeterminacy amount the agent's intentions. If, on the other 
hand, Ryle's mongrel-categorical analysis of intention is correct, 
they would have to suppose that the causal condition of the truth 
of the categorical statement (e.g. 'X caught the train') has itself 
no sufficient causal condition but falls within a range of indeter­
minacy. 

In the next chapters I propose to show that neither of these 
two accounts of intention are adequate. Many of the issues, accord­
ingly, between Libertarians and Determinists have been miscon­
ceived. No account of intention is adequate which cannot give 
adequate recognition to the agent's standpoint towards his volun­
tary action at the moment of performance. From this standpoint 
voluntary action falls under the heading of prospective process in 
a way which is compatible neither with the dualistic interpretation 
of an intention as a mental event nor with the mongrel-categorical 
analysis. 



CHAPTER VI 

INTENDING AND PREDICTING 

INTENTIONS or purposes as we have seen in Chapter 11 are in­
volved positively or negatively in voluntary action as such. Now 

intentions belong to the type of thing which language can express. 
They are expressed in categorical predictions of the form 'I am 
going to ... ', or 'I am about to ... ',or 'I shall ... 'In the course of 
the next two chapters I shall show how, through understanding 
the logic of expressions of intentions, we can discover the essen­
tial difference between the voluntary actions of persons, on the 
one hand, and their non-voluntary actions, or the actions of 
things other than persons on the other. 

By the word 'prediction' I refer simply to a statement about the 
future irrespective of how it is backed by evidence or even 
whether or not it is meant to be supportable by evidence. Because 
of their categorical form predictions which express purpose have 
the characteristic tendentiousness or comparative lack of warrant 
which distinguishes any statement about the future from equally 
categorical statements about the past. Categorical predictions, of 
cou.rse, are frequently warranted by inductive generalizations 
denved from past experience. But their warrant is only that of a 
conclusion based upon data and never as strong as the warrant of 
~he data. The warrant of any conclusion inductive or deductive is 
I~dee~, weaker than the warrant of the premisses particularl.Y 
smce mference may be faulty. Predictions, however, owe thetr 
tendentiousness not to the fact (when it is a fact) that they are 
conclusions. It is truer to say they are conclusions (when they are 
conclusions) instead of data, because of an essential lack of imme­
dia~e warrant due to their not yet having been verified by ex­
penence. 

Where we deal specifically with predictions that express pur­
pos~, their tendentiousness quite clearly is of an even more 
radtcal kind, which, indeed, makes it misleading to look upon 
them as conclusions at all, even while distinguishing them from 
mere guesses. The action which the agent intends to do seems to 

depend at least in part, unless it happens coincidentally, upon the 
66 
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agent's intention to do it. But since his prediction that he is going 
to do it is the vehicle of his intention, his intention can hardly 
enter into his calculations as apart of the data upon which his pre­
diction is based.1 Therefore, since the data are e ...... lz.ypothesi in­
complete as conditions apart from his intention, his prediction 
must in principle have even far less warrant than any other sort 
of prediction. There is an essential lack of the mediate or inductive 
sort of warrant to which all other types of prediction are amen­
able. The data for guesses about the future, for instance, are 
incomplete in fact but not in principle. 

This argument, of course, rests on the assumption that inten­
tions really are expressed most appropriately in the form of a 
specific categorical prediction, and further, that as well as having 
this form they actually are categorical predictions, or imply facts 
about the future. Since the conclusion which I have just based on 
this assumption has potent ontological implications of an indeter­
ministic sort, the presupposition must be subjected to careful 
scrutiny. In the rest of this chapter I shall demonstrate what every­
body nowadays seems willing enough to concede, viz. that the 
form is categorically predictive. The task is not otiose, however, 
because in the process implications which this unanimity has 
tended to blur will become more definite. In the next chapter I 
shall show that expressions of purpose are predictive in substance 
as well as in form at the same time as considering the ontological 
implications of this conclusion. 

To show that the form 'I am going to ... 'expresses purpose, 
and to make further the necessary modifications to this claim, let 
us consider several sets of contrasted expressions. Each group 
will include at least one expression of this form. The first is the 
triad 

(r) 'I am going to sneeze' 
(2) 'I am going to sleep' 
(3) 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 

The three sentences are distinguishable in content alone, and 
illustrate that purposive and non-purposive locutions may have 
the common linguistic form which they exhibit. There is room, of 

1 A. K. Stout has made a very similar point in 'Free Will and Responsibility' (P.A.S., 
I9J6-J7, p. :uS). 
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course, for difference of opinion over precisely what the contents 
suggest as their correct interpretation. 

My interpretation is that the first of them 'I am going to 
sneeze' most often occurs as a straightforward prediction of 
future fact expressing no purpose. Sneezing is most often an 
involuntary action, although sometimes it can be induced or re­
pressed on purpose. Where it is involuntary, however, the 
sentence might conceivably be used to record an immediate ex­
perience, viz. the inclination to sneeze, rather than to make an 
inference about the future based on this inclination or nasal tickle. 
'I am going to sleep' occupies an intermediate position within the 
triad in more than the spatial sense. It may occur as a simple pre­
diction of what will occur quite apart from intention: or it may 
record the immediate feeling of drowsiness: or it may express the 
resolution to go to sleep. It does all three of these things according 
to context far more impartially, it seems to me, than its prede­
cessor. Its successor 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' is in con­
trast to the other two far less subject to different interpretations. 
The contexts in which it could be interpreted as anything but an 
expression of purpose must be comparatively rare. One isn't 
often, for instance, shanghaied on to morning trains, and even if 
one were, it is doubtful that one would use the word 'catch' in 
~uit~ these circumstances. Linguistic usage allows one to catch 
flu I?voluntarily but not trains. 

It Is clear enough now from this elucidation that in so far as any 
?f.the sentences within the triad qualify as expressions of purpose 
It Is through the common form 'I am going to ... ' That is not 
enough, however, to invest them with the status of expressions 
o_f purpose. Over and above their formal aspect we have to con­
Side: the sort of action which they mention. 
. Fust, it seems that where the sort of action is such that one can 
I?fer it will occur without taking one's intention into considera­
ti?n, then the predictive form expresses no purpose. (But I don't 
hish to suggest that the agent ever can list his intention among 
\~ data for prediction.) Sneezing and sleeping are commonly 
t Is sort of action, whereas catching a train is not. Furthermore, 
the peculiarity of catching a train which makes it intended is not, 
as Miss Anscombe might be interpreted as supposing,! a purely 

1 See Intention (Basil Blackwell, 1957), pp. 84fT. 
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linguistic peculiarity consisting in the way we describe the action. 
As I have already noticed, to describe catching a train as involun­
tary is linguistically odd: but this stems from the fact that the 
actual physical occurrences are generally not the sort to make it 
worth while to describe them in a more neutral manner. \Ve 
could watch a film depicting a variety of actions with no written 
or spoken commentary, and still be able to determine which ones 
are more likely to be voluntary than the rest. 

Second, where the action is such that one may feel a present 
tendency towards it without thereby becoming involved in doing 
it thereafter, or even feeling involved, then the predictive form 
which records this tendency expresses no purpose. Nasal tickles 
and the feeling of drowsiness have no necessary implications for 
the future. They need not be followed by sneezing or sleep, nor 
even lead to the expectation of the latter two. They are simply 
tendencies felt within the present. 

Accordingly, whether a predictive form undeniably expresses 
purpose or not depends upon the sort of occurrence which it 
mentions. I don't wish to imply that some sorts can never figure 
in expressions of purpose, nor that others can never occur in 
predictions which don't express purpose. Some sorts, however, 
are more likely to do so than others, though at the same time there 
is no logical as distinct from causal limitation to the occurrences 
which can. It has also become evident just why some sorts of 
action are likely to be mentioned in expressions of purpose more 
frequently than others. In mentioning them it is clearer that the 
predictive form makes commitments about the future of a certain 
specific unique sort. 

The predictive form is committed to the future in some way, 
first of all because the purpose which it expresses is definitely in­
compatible with any prediction of the same action which is com­
mitted to the future as an inference based on inductive grounds. 
No categorical predictive form mentioning the same action could 
on the same occasion have both the purposive and the inductive 
function, though it might be uncertain which function it had. 
How, then, can the purposive be incompatible with the inductive 
function, unless it too is committed to the future, though in some 
opposing manner? Secondly, it is committed to the future since 
its difference from a mere record of a felt present tendency con-
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sists in the latter having no necessary implications for the future. 
In some ways an expression of purpose seems to be intermediate 
between an inferred conclusion about the future and the record 
of an immediate felt tendency. It is like the former in being com­
mitted about the future. It is like the latter, and incompatible with 
the former, in being concerned with something immediate which 
is not the terminus of an inference. There seem strong grounds, 
then, for recognizing an expression of purpose as a statement 
about the future and as propositional if, in spite of its marked 
peculiarities, this is the only way of recognizing that these com­
mitments are made by the meaning rather than the mere form of 
the expression. 

It may seem possible, however, to express purpose by means 
of less committed and tendentious forms. To examine how far 
this is true I shall turn to contrasts which are more purely formal 
~nd so from now on I limit the form 'I am going to ... ' mainly to 
lts purposive use. What the next two sets of contrasts have in 
common is that all the contrasted forms are predictive in some 
way and expressive of purpose. 

(3) 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 
(4) 'I'll do my damnedest to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 

. Sentences (3) and (4), it will be observed, are both concerned 
huh the same action, but each in a different way. This difference, 

owever, .doesn't prevent either from expressing a resolution to 
d~ a certam action: but the action mentioned by (4) is less deter­
~mate than the action mentioned by (3). Alternatively (4) men­
tions. an action less specifically than (3). The action which (4) 
~ent10~s isn't simply the catching of the 9.30 a.m. but a less 

etermmate action which may or may not coincide with the 
catching of the 9· 30 a.m. 

But that is not the sole important difference between the two 
sentences. One has also to distinguish between the attitude they 
express and the attitude they evince. Every expression evinces but 
~very evincing does not necessarily express what it evinces. For 
ms~nce 'I'll do my damnedest, etc.', expresses a resolution as well 
as a~ going to, etc.', but in certain contexts, while expressing 
~esolut10~ as effectively, though not as specifically as the latter, 
It may evmce irresolution. Swearing often manifests uncertainty 
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about oneself and one's aims. Expressing is, in the sense in which 
I propose to use the word 'expressing', not merely a manifestation 
of an attitude like tears of sorrow or a blush of embarrassment. In 
addition it is the volzuztary manifestation for the purpose of com­
municating the fact that one has it. This last statement doesn't 
amount to a complete definition of 'expressing', but it may serve 
to check the sort of confusion between expressing and evincing 
shown, for instance, by the earlier exponents of the attitude 
theory in ethics.1 

We now turn to a further group of contrasted expressions: 

(3) 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 
(5) 'I am going to catch the 9.30 a.m., ifi can' 
(6) 'I'll try to catch the 9.30 a.m.' 
(7) 'I'll do all within the bounds of reason to catch the9.30 a.m.' 

Like sentences (3) and (4), all members of this group mention 
in varying ways the same action. This should make clear that we 
must attend to the use of the different forms of expression in the 
same comext. Of the group, it will be noticed (3) 'I am going to, 
etc.', is the sole sentence in which we have to specify a particular 
sort of content (catching the 9.30 a.m.) to make it quite clear that 
the sentence is expressive of resolution as well as predictive: un­
like sneezing or sleeping, catching a train is unlikely to be any­
thing but a voluntary action. The form of sentences (5)-(7), 
on the other hand, is such that the action which they mention 
specifically cannot be anything but voluntary if it comes off, 
whether it be sneezing, sleeping, or the catching of a train. 

To prevent misunderstanding perhaps I should add one pro­
viso. I have attributed a different significance to certain of these 
forms, when used in the same or in a similar context with refer­
ence to the same action or to similar actions, from the significance 
I attribute to others and especially to (3). But there may be cir­
cumstances in which expressions of one of these forms might do 
duty for others. It will be more convenient, however, if we con­
fine our attention to circumstances in which together these ex­
pressions form an articulate system of meaning - where in other 
words one expression, and (3) in particular, would be used in 
preference to the others. Where, for instance, nobody doubts my 

1 Cf. A. J. Aycr, Language, Trutlz and Logic, :md cd., p. 107. 
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ability to catch the train, it is a matter of comparative indifference 
whether I express purpose by 'I am going to ... ', 'I am going to 
... ifi can', or 'I'll try to ... ';but where my ability is in doubt, it 
becomes necessary to discriminate. 

Of all four expressions (3) 'I am going to, etc.', alone expresses 
specifically a resolution to act in a specific way. It expresses the 
'"'1~~~"---2 ",.~.,u\ut1on to catch the 9· 30 a.m. The remaining expres­
SIOns express some resolution, but because of their form they 
express no specific resolution specifically. They are unspecific 
e~pr~ssions which (with the possible exception of (7) 'I'll do all 
Wtthtn the bounds of reason, etc.') may express, albeit unspeci­
fically, the specific resolution to perform a specific action, viz. 
the catching of the 9· 30 a.m. On the other hand, they may equally 
well express as unspecifically a more moderate specific resolution 
to do a _specific, but therein unspecified, action: the speake~ may be 
uncer~atn whether the specific but unspecified action will even­
~uate 10 the specified action, viz. the catching of the 9· 30 a.m. For 
mstan~e, t~ey may express unspecifically the resolution to rise in 
good time 10 the morning, or to buy one's ticket beforehand, or 
~ make a reservation on the train, or all or more than one of these. 

t the same time they may anticipate some intervention which 
mhakes such precautions unavailing. Whatever the actual attitude 
t ese · · · . unspecific expressions do express expression (3) remams m 
tts form 'I am going to ... ' the specifi~ expression of resolution: 
~~~_this is true even supposing the action it actually specifies is 

In f~ct the action the speaker has resolved to do. 
he As w.tth sentence (4) 'I'll do my damnedest, etc.', it may, furt~er, 

posstble to distinguish between what sentences ( 5) 'I am gomg 
~h~ etc.,_ ifl can' and (6) 'I'll try to, etc.', express and the attitude 

f Y evznce. Emotionally they appear more neutral than a sentence 
0h the f?rm 'I'll do my damnedest ... 'like (4): they don't betray 
the. excitability of the former. They have, however, because of 
~ etr unspecific nature a non-committal character which, accord­
~ng to the context m~y or may not evince or betray attitudes 
tncorn 'b ' h patt le with the resolution they express. The speaker may 
b ave chosen a comparatively non-committal form of expression 

ecause of a certain instability of resolution: or he may merely be 
uncertain about the causal connection between the specific but 
unspecified action he has resolved to do and the action which he 
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specifies (e.g. between rising in good time, and catching tl~e 
9·30 a.m.): or again he may simply be unwilling to insist upon h1s 
actual certainty about tl1e existence of this causal connection 
where he is willing that his listeners should remain in doubt. To 
take up the last point: unless an action is recoanizably easy to per­
form, it may only become necessary or desir:ble to express speci­
fically one's specific resolution, as in expression (3), where one 
must inspire confidence for the sake of success. It may be unsuit­
able, for instance, for a general delivering an eve-of-battle oration 
before his troops to say '\Ve shall try to sweep the enemy back' 
rather than '\Ve shall sweep the enemy back' or '\Ve are going to 
sweep the enemy back'. 

The remaining expression (7) 'I'll do all within the bounds of 
reason, etc.', may neither express nor evince anything materially 
difrerent from (5) 'I am going to, etc., if I can' or (6) 'I'll try to, 
etc.' Like them it does not refer to any specific action specifically: 
but it fails to do so in a rather different way. According to context 
the difrerence may or may not be significant. The phrase 'the 
bounds of reason' is highly unspecific in reference. This lack of 
specification may in certain contexts evince irresolution, but in 
others it may evince a negative resolution not to do certain kinds 
of action. However, in spite of these difrerences I propose in what 
follows to make (6) 'I'll try to, etc.', represent the three ex­
pressions in this group which are contrasted with (3) 'I am going 
to, etc.' 

I have contrasted (3) as a specific expression of a specific reso­
lution with other expressions which express specific resolutions 
unspecifically, in spite of their mentioning the same specific action 
(viz. catching the 9.30 a.m.). But I have no wish to deny that the 
less specific expressions may, in the particular circumstances of 
their utterance, be more warranted than (3). Indeed the statement 
'I'll try to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' may in certain circumstances appear 
so much more warranted than 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 
as to throw grave doubt upon the authenticity of the latter as an 
expression of the specific resolution actually made by the speaker. 
In such circumstances (3) may be the evincing of braggadocio 
rather than the authentic expression of resolution. When the 
speaker sees that his chances of catching a train are remote if not 
altogether absent, 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' cannot be 

F 
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regarded as the authentic expression of whatever resolution he 
may have made in the light of this knowledge. It is the tendentious 
nature of the 'I am going to ... ' form which may seem to make 
some more warranted substitute desirable. 

But I have already emphatically declared that in this particular 
group of contrasted expressions where in common all express 
resolution, it is in the form of the expression that I am interested 
rather than their content or the action to which they specifically 
refer. An expression like 'I'll try to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' may well be 
a more authentic expression of a particular resolution than 'I am 
going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' All I wish to insist is that whatever 
the agent's specific resolution, a sentence of the form 'I am going 
to ... ' gives more specific expression to this resolution than a 
sentence of some such form as 'I'll try to ... ' 

It may well be that where most specific actions are concerned a 
cl_ear-headed agent may see that they are not the certain results of 
h1s efforts. Nevertheless, to refer to an action as, say, trying to 
catch the 9· 30 a.m., is not to refer to that action in a specific 
manner, although it is to refer to the action the agent is trying to do 
specifically. If there is any such thing as a specific resolution at all, 
there must be some residual action which the agent in acting must 
feel confident that he can perform, and the resolution to perform 
such an action is specifically expressed by the form 'I am going 
to ... ' 

The consequences seem paradoxical of supposing that in the 
ph~ase 'trying to do A', where 'A' refers specifically to some 
act~on, the whole phrase refers specifically to a different sort of 
acuon which the agent can resolve to perform. If it refers speci­
fically to some action other than A, it would seem that just in the 
same way as A may occur voluntarily or involuntarily so trying 
th do A may occur voluntarily or involuntarily, since like A it is 
~ e sort of thing we can resolve to do. But trying to do something 
!~ not the sort of thing we can do involuntarily unless we use 
~voluntarily' in the rather borderline sense of 'acting under the 
~ reat of penalties'. Nor can trying be described without redun­

ancy as voluntary. The reason for this is that 'trying to do A' 
hefers unspecifically to some action which the agent does because 

e hopes or conjectures that it will result in A. Where we already 
refer implicitly or explicitly to an action as having been done in 
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the hope of something, it is obviously redundant to go on to 
describe it as voluntary and inconsistent to describe it as in­
voluntary. 

At some stage, then, tendentiousness is inevitable. Although 
the specific expression of a given resolution may not be authentic 
either in part or in entirety, there always is present in the agent 
some resolution capable of authentic expression in the form 'I am 
going to ... ' - at least, in so far as he is capable of voluntary 
actions at all. Of course, at no moment is it ever impossible for 
him, provided he has time, to reflect that what he resolves to do 
he may not do successfully. This doubt, however, need be no 
more than a purely theoretical doubt which doesn't modify the 
resolution in any way. \Vhen the resolution is of the residual kind 
(i.e. where the action resolved upon cannot be subdivided into a 
subsequent part about the occurrence of which the agent is rela­
tively uncertain and an antecedent part about the occurrence of 
which he is relatively certain), then the doubt or reflection must 
be purely theoretical. 

A doubt of this purely theoretical kind must be carefully 
distinguished from other kinds of doubt which would lead one to 
express resolution by 'I'll try to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' rather than 
by 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' If the doubt were of the 
purely theoretical kind in this instance, there could be no other 
resolution than the resolution to catch the 9· 30 a.m., for, which­
ever of the two expressions we employ to express resolution, it 
is the resolution to catch the 9· 30 a.m. which is thereby expressed. 
The agent's reasons for refusing definitely to assert that his specific 
project is practicable would not be peculiar just to that particular 
situation in which he has to act. He is not in doubt, for instance, 
because he realizes that his other commitments might prevent him 
from setting out in time to catch the 9· 30 a.m. That would not be a 
doubt about all specific projects, but simply doubt about the prac­
ticability of one particular project or a definite number of parti­
cular projects as against certain other more moderate projects. 
Just because the agent doubts his ability to catch the 9.30 a.m. he 
might not doubt his ability to get up in the morning in good time 
for catching the 9· 30 a.m. 

Before allowing ourselves to accept finally the conclusion that 
the tendentious 'I am going to ... ' is the sole form for giving 



CHOICE AND CHANCE 

expression specifically to specific resolutions we shoul.d, ho~ever, 
take notice of one other group of contrasted express10ns, v1z.: 

(3) 'I am going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 
(8.1) 'I intend to catch the 9.30 a.m.' 
(8.2) 'I am resolved to catch the 9.30 a.m.' 
(8.3) 'I purpose to catch the 9.30 a.m.' 
(8.4) 'I have decided to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' 

Here I have labelled the new sentences by decimal numbers to 
play down whatever difference in shade of meaning each may owe 
to its linguistic difference from the rest. Sentence (8. 1) can be 
taken as typifying the rest, and accordingly I shall for convenience 
refer to it as '(8)'. For my present purpose the contrast between 
these sentences and (3) 'I am going to, etc.', is of sole importance. 

The contrast presented here differs, it will be observed, from 
the preceding. It cannot be said that (8) 'I intend to, etc.', expresses, 
as does 'I'll try to, etc.', a specific resolution unspecifically. It 
seems to mention the resolution as specifically as it could be 
m~ntioned. But just because it mentions the specific resolution 
~euher can it be said to express it specifically. It does not express 
1t at ~11- except implicitly. I don't wish to become embroiled 
her~ m a general discussion of what has been called the paren­
~etlcal ,us~s of verbs as ~n 'I believe that ... ', 'I wish that ... ', and 

nally I mtend to . . . All that one need bear in mind for our 
present purpose is the contrast between this set of introductory 
phrases and sentences such as 'That is the case', 'Would that that 
were t~e case', and finally 'I am going to etc.' The latter give 
e_xpress10n to the attitudes which the introductory phrases respec­
tively mention. 

h Sometimes, indeed, it may seem that by using the introductory 
~ rases we diminish in some way the attitudes which they men­
tl~n and the quoted sentences respectively express. Instead, then, 
0 expressing the attitude implicitly by mentioning it, it may 
~ee~ that we express something rather more pusillanimous. 'I 
, eheve that is the case' may seem to have the same force as 
Probably that is the case'. This impression however, rests on a 

confusion between what these verbs may e~ince and what they 
mak~ explicit. Their function, in so far as they have a coi?mon 
one, ts mainly to enable the speaker explicitly to speak for htmself 
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where he wishes to indicate that his audience may not underwrite 
or corroborate his attitude. This explicit function expresses im­
plicitly the same attitude as the quoted sentences, though at the 
same time it may evince pusillanimity- a going over to the other 
side as it were. 

There may, however, seem to be special reasons for questioning 
this interpretation in its application to the attitude of intention. 
Intentions are revocable, and they are also fallible in the sense 
that one may intend to do what in fact is impossible to perform. 
In consequence of these universally recognized facts it may seem 
that (3) 'I am going to, etc.', is unnecessarily bold or too committed 
as an expression of purpose. To be resolute one has to be bold in 
action, but not, it may seem, about facts. \Vhy shouldn't one 
instead use something more non-committal such as 'I intend to 
... ' as an explicit expression of purpose? A closer look at the 
reasons for this proposal shows, however, that they have been 
misunderstood. 

Intentions are revocable, it is true. One can make up one's 
mind to do something, and then change one's mind and decide to 
do something else. To intend to do an action is even consistent 
with not trying or beginning to do it rather than some alternative, 
provided the intention is formed and revoked before it can become 
operative in that respect, even though it must be operative in 
some respect. But although an agent may revoke his intentions, 
any intention of his must implicitly at least exclude the intention 
at a later date to revoke it. It is absurd to say 'I intend to go away 
tomorrow, but when I rise in the morning I will cancel my inten­
tion'. The form 'I intend to ... ',in other words, implicitly com­
mits one to what the form 'I am going to ... ' expressly commits 
one to. The latter alone, however, makes the inconsistency 
absolutely explicit since 'I am not going to ... ' is the explicit 
expression for revoking an intention. The two explicit expressions 
explicitly contradict each other. 

It is also true that we may intend to do what is in fact incapaJ:?le 
of performance. But here once again a similar principle limits what 
the agent may believe when intending. One cannot intend to do 
anything unless at the time one believes that it lies within one's 
power to do it. It is equally absurd to say 'I intend to go away 
tomorrow, but in fact will be unable to do so'. Once again the 
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implicit inconsistency is made explicit when we recognize that 'I 
am going to ... 'is the form which gives direct explicit expression 
to purpose. 'I am unable to ... ' confutes 'I am going to ... ' in an 
explicit manner which we shall examine more closely in the next 
chapter. In intending, then, the commitments of the predictive 
form 'I am going to ... ' are unavoidable. 

In this investigation of the direct and most explicit form which 
express~s purpose it has also become plainer just why the .specific 
c.ategoncal predictive form and none other qualifies for tillS func­
tton. The reasons are logical rather than conventional. It doesn't 
qua~ify as an expression of purpose in the way in whic.h 'Alas!', 
for tnstance, qualifies as an expression of sorrow. Practically any 
other ejaculation could have come to fulfil the function of the 
latter as effectively. The implications of all the terminology con­
nected with purpose make it clear, on the other hand, that it is 
through its direct specific and categorical mention of the future 
th~t the predictive form 'I am going to . . . ' expresses purpose. 
Wuhout this mention purpose could not be expressed so e~plicitly. !f. the following chapter I shall consider precisely how to t?terpret 

~ 1s: Can we accept that expressions of purpose are genume pre­
dtcttons? 



CHAPTER VII 

THE SINGULARITY OF THE FUTURE 

IF expressions of purpose are predictions at all we must recognize 
that they are predictions of a very curious kind indeed. To see 

this we need only extend our attention to a fourth set of contrasts. 
In the course of investigating these I hope to show 

(a) that neither the mental-event nor the Rylean analysis of 
intention is severally or in conjunction logically adequate; for 
neither do justice to the standpoint of the agent; 
(b) that in fact Libertarianism alone can meet the requirements 
of the logic of expressions of purpose. 

I 

The set of contrasts consists of three main groups of sentences 
already considered in the previous chapter all of which incorporate 
the use of the first person singular as compared against similar 
sentences which incorporate the third person singular instead. 

(I) I am going 
(ii) He is going 
(3) I am going 

(iii) He is going 
(8) I intend 

(viii) He intends 

to sneeze 

to catch the 9· 30 a.m. 

to catch the 9· 30 a.m. 

In place of the sentence marked by Roman numerals one could 
substitute certain other sentences without altering the point of the 
contrast. The personal pronoun which is the subject can be in the 
second person singular ('thou' or 'you'), in the second person 
plural ('you'), in the third person singular ('he' or 'she'), and in 
the third person plural ('they'). Alternatively these sentences can 
have first person singular subjects ('I') provided the tense of the 
main verb is changed from the present or future indicative to the 
past indicative. As a matter of convenience, however, we can take 
the form they actually do assume above as representative of all 
these variants. 

79 



8o CHOICE AND CHANCE 

The point of the contrast is that even where we take (3) 'I am 
going to catch the 9· 30 a.m.' and (iii) 'He is going to catch ~he 
9· 30 a.m.' as uttered by different persons but about the same action 
of the same agent, we nevertheless cannot take them as logically 
equivalent to each other. There are really no commonly accepted 
technical terms in logic to mark the precise difrerence. \Ve might 
say as a preliminary to further explanation that they have a com­
mon meaning content but that their logical status is different. The 
difference isn't simply that they express the belief attitudes of 
different people. This is equally true within the other two groups 
(1) (i) and (8) (viii). In the instance of (3) (iii), on the contrary, 
this difference in the owner of the belief attitude seems to mark 
some much more distinctive difference between (3) and (iii). It 
makes (3) 'I am going to, etc.', an expression of purpose and (iii) 
'He is going to, etc.', merely an expression of predictive belief 
about an intentional action. 

It may prove instructive here to compare (3) 'I am going to, 
etc.', with Professor Austin's performatives.1 There is an impor­
tant logical difference between 'I bet' and 'He bets', 'I promise' 
an? 'He promises', 'I give' and 'He gives', etc., where in each 
patr ~he 'I' and the 'He' indicate the same person on the same 
occasiOn. This difference is quite different from that between, 
s~y, 'I am writing ... 'and 'He is writing ... 'I bet, promise, and 
gt~e, etc., by saying 'I bet', 'I promise', and 'I give' in the appro­
pnate circumstances, but I don't write by saying 'I am writing 
·· · 'According to Austin what he calls 'performative expressions' 
ar7 primarily performances. These performances presuppose the 
ex~stence of some ritual or convention whereby one does certain 
thmgs by making in appropriate circumstances these sounds or 
affixing one's signature to these marks. The function of such ex­
pressions is not to refer or describe. On the other hand, the ex­
pressions in the third person form describe respectively the 
performance completed by uttering the sentence in the first person 
form with which they have been paired above. 

_Obviously there is a radical logical disparity between these 
patred expressions which suggests that a parallel disparity between 

1 To .the best of my knowledge Austin's work on performatives remains unpublished 
bxcept tn peripheral form as in 'Other Minds' (Logic and Language: Second Series, ed. 

Y A. G. N. Flew). 
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(3) 'I am going, etc.', and (iii) 'He is going, etc.', may stem from 
the respective use of first and third person singular pronouns. At 
the same time the difference between Austin's performatives, on the 
one hand, and expressions of purpose, on the other, is of equal 
significance. Expressions of purpose are not the exercise of some 
ritual or convention, except in the way that any linguistic expres­
sion is such. Their logical peculiarity actually does not pertain 
primarily to their linguistic form at all. I can intend to catch a 
train without announcing what I am about to do, and the logical 
peculiarities of expressions of intention are the peculiarities of the 
intention or curious sort of belief which is expressed. I am catching 
a train in believing rather than in predicting that I will. 

In what follows I shall for the sake of convenience refer to the 
sort of attitude expressed by (3) 'I am going to, etc.', as the stand­
point of the agent. In contrast what (iii) 'He is going to, etc.', 
expresses is the standpoint of the other agent towards the first, 
or, in more convenient terms, the alien standpoint.1 Expressed 
more precisely the distinction which I wish to examine is between 
the standpoint of the agent at the moment of action towards his 
projected action, on the one hand, and the standpoint of any 
other agent towards the first agent and his action, or the stand­
point of the same agent towards his own past or non-projected 
actions, on the other hand. The distinction is such that any stand­
point towards any agent, whatever it may be, must belong to one 
or other kind. There is no fence between them on which one can 
sit, though it is possible while having one standpoint to be in 
imaginative possession of the other. Furthermore, everybody 
must hold both standpoints, but not towards the same person or 
action. 

My confining the agent's standpoint to the moment of action 
may perhaps seem a bit restrictive. Can one not decide, intend, or 
project some time before the consonant action is called for? It 
seems to me that though in a sense one can, yet a decision or 
intention, to qualify as such, must always be in some sense opera-

1 This distinction is modelled upon the contrast between the self as agent and the self 
as subject drawn (cf. The Self as Agent, chap. rv) by Professor John Macmurray, to whose 
teaching my debt is incalculable. My version is designed to forestall any effort to divorce 
the practical from the theoretical outlook, and to suggest instead that the difference is 
between ways in which the practical outlook is directed. It has affinities as well to Sartre's 
distinction between l'etre pour soi and l'etre pour l'autrui (cf. L'etre et le neant, pp. 3roff). 
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tive, though not necessarily with success. My decision to holiday 
in a particular country next year is certainly made some time 
previous to the specified action but it qualifies as decision only 
because I put myself in a state of readiness towards that end. It 
involves trying to begin to wend one's way down the intervening 
chain of possibilities in such a way as not to exclude the possi­
bility ofholidaying in the selected place when the time comes round. 

\Ve can now introduce in convenient form the more positive 
conclusion of this chapter which I shall support in later sections. 
I shall argue that from the alien standpoint some sort of distinction 
between the agent's intending to do something and his actually 
being about or going to do something is unavoidable. From the 
alien standpoint the agent's intending to do something is one of 
the things which the alien has to take into account in predicting 
what the agent actually is about to or going to do. The fact that 
the agent is about to do something consists, it may seem legitimate 
to suppose, in some sort of connective relation between the action 
which the agent is about to do and the agent's standpoint or 
decision that he is about to do it. From the agent's standpoint, on 
th~ other hand, no distinction between his intending to do some­
thmg and the fact that he is going to or about to do it can properly 
be made. Where from the alien standpoint a distinction has to be 
~ade between a subjective factor consisting in the agent's inten­
tlOn and an objective fact consisting in the agent's being about to 
do something which the subjective factor conditions in some way, 
from the agent's standpoint on the other hand no such distinction 
bet;.reen a subjective factor of the same sort and an objective fact 
Whtch it conditions exists at all. From the agent's standpoint the~e 
two things disappear as it were into each other. This, then,_.~s 
;vha~ the different logical status of (3) 'I am going to, etc.', and (m) 
He ts going to, etc.', amounts to . 
. It follows that the two standpoints, alien's and agent's, con­

Stttu_te two different conceptual frameworks, though as we shall 
s~e tn the next chapter the former is subordinate to the latter 
smce _the alien is an agent as well. Considerable caution ha~ to be 
exerctsed in keeping them conceptually distinct. Bradley s ~ro­
nouncement,X for instance, that Libertarianism makes it imposstble 
for a man to know what in the world he will be doing next, seems 

1 See Chapter '· 
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to show confusion between them. From the alien standpoint 
alone the fact that the agent is about to do something can plausibly 
be considered to require a complete antecedent condition if its 
aboutness is to exist, is to be explicable, or is to be known. From 
the agent's standpoint the fact that he is about to do something 
can have no such complete antecedent condition. For him his 
intention and his aboutness disappear into each other in the sort 
of situation where for others the antecedent conditions of the 
action he is about to do would be incomplete without his intention. 
His aboutness from his standpoint must be explicable in an en­
tirely different way which I investigate in Chapter rx. 

2 

What follows is a sort of reductio ad absurdum designed to con­
firm the conclusion I have just formulated. It consists of an attempt 
to force the standpoint of the agent into the conceptual framework 
which could only be appropriate to the alien standpoint with a 
consistency and rigour normally shirked by those who think that 
this sort of thing is in principle possible. The assumption that it 
is possible is a very natural one since in using language for the 
purpose of communication we are bound so far as possible to 
sink as it were our personal differences and to try to understand 
the propositional content of our utterances as possessing an im­
personal logical status. Because of this tendency a reductio ad 
absurdum which carries it beyond its legitimate sphere is of par­
ticular therapeutic value. 

Our point of departure is the prediction (iii) 'He is going to, 
etc.' What precisely are we assuming when we make this predic­
tion as a prediction of an intentional action? It is perfectly inno­
cuous to say for a start that anyone who makes a prediction of 
this sort implies in some sense of the word 'imply' that two main 
conditions are satisfied, viz. that the action will be in accordance 
with the agent's intention and that it comes about in some way 
through the agent's intention. Harmless though it is, however, 
this solution is not quite good enough: it even fails to take account 
of what we already know about intention, viz. that it finds ex­
pression in such predictions as (3) 'I am going to, etc.' Accord­
ingly it may seem both natural and necessary to expand these two 
conditions into three as follows: 



CHOICE AND CHANCE 

(a) the agent must believe that his prediction is true, i.e. it 
must be authentic; 
(b) the fulfilment of (a) must be a necessary condition of the 
truth of the prediction; 
(c) he must believe (b). 

The first and last of these conditions are conditions of the appro­
priate action being in accordance with the agent's intention. ~he 
second condition, on the other hand, is the condition of the acuon 
taking place through the agent's intention. 

This analysis of the conditions of intentional action derives a 
certain amount of intuitive support from examples. In support 
of the first condition let us take an action, which the agent says 
will happen but at no stage believes will happen, and which actually 
?oes happen. He may for instance in downing a pint of beer say 
I am going to get drunk', not believe it, and forthwith become 
tight. In this case we couldn't say his intoxication was intentional 
or ~ven voluntary. If, on the other hand, the agent really does 
behev~ what he says, we still cannot in all cases suppose his action 
to be Intentional. He may say 'I am going to be sick', believe it, 
and forthwith vomit: but yet the action is not intentional. 

Accordingly we seem directed towards the second condition 
tha~ ":'here the agent believes his action will come about, his 
bel~evmg it will come about must be a necessary condition of the 
acuon coming about, if the action in coming about is intentional 
rather than a more or less happy fluke. This additional condition, 
however, is still insufficient to make the occurrence of the 
action intentional. It might be the case for instance that unless 
th ' ' a e ~~ent had thought he was about to become sick and had felt 
?dttiOnally nauseated at the prospect he wouldn't have become 
s~ck at ~11. Or more obviously still, people often are failures because 
t. ey thmk they are failures, and strictly failure cannot be inten­
~01~al. Or again, a patient may recover from what the doct?rs 

e Ieved to be a fatal illness simply because he believed the m­
tended lie by which they allayed his anxiety in predicting his 
reco~ery. His recovery is not an intentional one even though it 
wa~ m accordance with his most earnest wish. 
. efore We can class an action which occurs as occurring inten­

tiOnally it seems, then, we have to satisfy ourselves that the third 
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condition has been fulfilled consisting in the agent's believing 
that his believing in the occurrence of his action is a necessary 
condition of the action coming about. People, for instance, who 
have the faculty of curing themselves by faith, but not merely 
through the agency of doctors' lies, could be said to have made an 
intentional recovery. Their action would be directly connected 
with decision in the same way as when I wag my little finger in­
tentionally this is directly connected in some way with my deci­
sion to do so. 

One may wonder whether any further conditions besides these 
three may seem required when we say of an action which actually 
comes about that it comes about intentionally. Could there be 
cases where the agent believes the action will come about, and 
believes correctly that his believing this or its negative is a neces­
sary condition of the action coming about as believed, while yet 
even when the action does come about as believed it does not do 
so as an intentional action? There does in fact seem to be room for 
another condition which can, however, be treated as an elucidation 
of (a) and (c). 

Take once again the example of faith cure. Either my unshake­
able belief in my recovery in certain specific circumstances is 
rational or irrational. In other words, either it has been formed in 
consideration of the causal potentialities of the situation, or it 
hasn't. This consideration may have been more or less complex as 
we shall see in Chapter VIII. The consideration in the light of 
which I do things directly under my control such as wag my 
finger can best be described negatively. The fact, for instance, 
that my hand is not in a plaster cast is one of them. The decision 
to play the piano, in contrast, is made in consideration of more 
positive factors such as the presence of a piano. Now if my belief 
that I am going to do something has no pretensions to rationality 
of these kinds, it is quite possible to see how I could correctly hold 
a second belief that this belief is a necessary condition of what I 
am going to do, or the state I am about to be in, without that 
action or state being in any way intentional. 

Prior to making a proposal of marriage I may boost my self­
confidence by taking a swig from my hip-flask, or prior to sitting 
an exam I may dose myself with benzedrine for the same purpose, 
or yet again in order to recover from an illness I may put myself 
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in the charge of someone with the particular form of hypnotic 
personality peculiar to those who effect faith-cures. At the time, 
however, I conceivably might judge from the small inner core of 
the mind into which my self-consciousness has retreated that the 
confidence in my ability to carry the action out according to plan 
is a necessary condition without which I would fail. This may not 
of course be the precise manner in which such expedients work. 
Alcohol or benzedrine, for instance, may just steady one's nerves 
or help concentration without in any way inducing non-rational 
confidence in one's abilities: but for the sake of the argument I am 
supposing that they have this effect as well. In such circumstances, 
then, one might well hesitate to say that the success of my 
proposal of marriage, candidature as an examinee, or recovery 
from sickness comes about as fully through my intention as if I 
hadn't relied upon these expedients. It would depend, I think, 
~pon just how much of my total action one takes into considera­
tlO~. During the actual process of proposing, writing, or concen­
tratmg on my recovery it could be said that I am little better than 
an automaton. But in so far as I know how to control myself as an 
automaton for certain purposes by putting myself under various 
sorts of influence, full responsibility for the action belongs 
to me . 

. With the proviso, then, that the agent's belief that his action 
Wtll come about is a rational one we seem to have formulated all 
the co~ditions under which an action which actually does come 
about IS fully intentional. It will be observed however, that these 
conditio?~ha~ea striking recursive aspect. Th~ir propositional con­
tent e~htbtts mternal relations which may lead one to suspect that 
the t~tple conditioning develops from some pretty radical logical 
flaw m our initial move. This flaw will become more manifest as 
we probe further. 

We must to begin with examine more carefully the precise 
~anner of implication in which a statement that an action is 
Intentional can be said to imply that these conditions have been 
ful~lled. There are in all three kinds of implication between 
whtch we must be careful to distinguish. 
. T?e first kind is the sort which is sometimes called logical 
~mpl~cation. This name is misleading because it covers causal 
tmphcation as well as other kinds. Their true distinguishing feature 
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consists of the validity of the law of contraposition. If p implies q 
in this way then not-q implies not-p. The statement that if any­
thing is a rose then it is a flower implies by contraposition that if 
anything is not a flower then it is not a rose. Consequently I shall 
call the sort of implication exhibited here by 'if ... then' 'con­
trapositable implication'. As quite distinct from this we must 
recognize the sort of implication which according to Strawson 
holds between 'The present King of France is bald' and 'There is 
a King of France'. According to Strawson,l though the former 
proposition implies the latter, the latter is a condition of the appli­
cation of the former rather than of its truth. In other words, the 
latter is a condition both of the truth and the falsity of the former. 
If the latter is false then the former is neither true nor false. Hence 
implication through contrasposition does not take place here 
because, although p implies q, not-q implies the negative conjunc­
tion neither p nor not-p instead of simply not-p. One could call 
this 'contextual implication' were it not that Nowell-Smith has 
used this label more widely. 2 Instead I shall call it 'applicational 
implication'. Thirdly, we must recognize as distinct the sort of 
relation which holds between 'There are tigers in Bengal' and 'I 
believe there are tigers in Bengal' where the former is what ex­
presses the latter. From the fact that 'There are tigers in Bengal' 
implies 'I believe there are tigers in Bengal', when uttered on the 
same occasion by the same speaker, one cannot infer that 'It is not 
the case that I believe there are tigers in Bengal' implies 'There 
are not tigers in Bengal'. In this case, though p implies q, not-q 
merely implies that it is out of place for the speaker to affirm p, 
because he would thereby express a contradictory belief: but 
nothing can be inferred about the truth or falsity or even the 
application of p. This is one sort of implication which Newell­
Smith calls 'contextual' but I shall call it 'expressive'. 

Now let us consider in which of these three ways the various 
conditions of intentional action can be said to be implied. We can 
agree at the outset that most statements, with the possible excep­
tion of those in stories, imply expressively a statement of the form 
'I believe ... ' There would be nothing exceptional then about 
expressions of purpose if this turned out to be the sole manner in 

1 'On Referring', Essays in Conceptual Analysis, ed. A. G. N. Flew. 
2 Ethics (Pelican), pp. 80-7. 
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which they seem to imply that the agent believes in them. But as 
we shall see this is not the sole way. 

The first condition that the agent believes that the action will 
come about, and the third condition that he also believes that his 
believing this is a necessary condition of its being true, are as we 
have seen conditions of the action taking place in accordance with 
the agent's intention. Thus they can conveniently be taken in 
conjunction. Now these conditions are implied equally where 
(iii) 'He is going to, etc.', is advanced as a prediction of an inten­
tional action, and where it is withdrawn by 'He will fail to, etc.' 
Failing to do what has been intended requires their fulfilment 
just as much as succeeding to do it. Hence we have here an instance 
of applicational implication where the law of contraposition does 
not hold. It obviously is not an instance of expressive implication 
since no statement can expressively imply the belief of somebody 
other than the speaker. 

The same sort of conclusion holds for the second condition 
that the agent's believing his action will come about is a necessary 
condition of its coming about. This is a condition of the action 
coming about through the agent's intention. In other words, 
where this condition is the only one to be unfulfilled we say in the 
event of the action coming about that it came about coinciden­
tally. The agent may have assessed the situation incorrectly. He 
may, for instance, set about shutting a door which can only shut 
automatically or curing by faith a disease which faith doesn't in 
the least affect. Here we would not attribute the shut door or 
~ealt? restored, to his intention. In what way, then, is this co~di­
uon tmplied? 

It is not necessarily implicit, to begin with, in the agent's failing 
to do the action he attempts. If it were, it would be implicit in the 
same way as the other two conditions. But if an agent tries to 
~hut an automatically closing door and the automatic mechanism 
~ams, one could say that he fails to shut the door without suppos­
mg t?~t his belief that the door was going to shut is a necessary 
condtuon of the door's shutting. Only where the door is not 
automatic and jams when the agent sets about shutting it, would 
one be. prepared to say that his belief that the action would come 
about 1s as much a condition of failure as of the door being suc­
cessfully shut. These examples illustrate that some additional 
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factor apart from the presence of the second condition is involved 
in those instances where the second condition is a condition both 
of success and failure. \Ve must first find what it is if we wish to 
understand better the way in which the second condition 
operates. 

\Ve have now to attend to an entirely different sort of condition 
for the coming about of an intentional action. It consists of the 
circumstances of the action. The fact that the 9· 30 a.m. is running 
as scheduled is, for example, a condition of the agent's catching it. 
It belongs to the circumstances he assumes when he makes his 
decision. It is not, however, a straightforward condition of the 
contrapositable kind of (iii) 'He is going to, etc.', since it is equally 
a condition of 'He is not going to, etc.', where the latter predicts 
a negatively intentional action. If the speaker thought that un­
known to the agent a condition of this sort was lacking he might 
say 'He'll try to, etc.', or 'He'll not try to etc.', instead. In short a 
condition of this sort is a condition of ability. If it does not hold, 
the agent is unable to perform the action, and therefore it is equally 
pointless to consider whether through intention (the second condi­
tion) he will or will not do it. 

\Ve can now understand more clearly the second condition, 
that the agent's belief that the action will come about is a neces­
sary condition of its coming about. If this condition does not hold 
one could not say either that the agent is able to perform the 
action or that he is unable to perform the action. Where, for 
instance, he sets about shutting a door which can only shut auto­
matically and actually is at the moment shutting, this second con­
dition does not hold. Here it seems equally misleading to say that 
he can shut the door and to say that he cannot shut the door. 
Where, on the other hand, he sets about shutting a less sophisti­
cated sort of door, this condition does hold, and it does seem 
relevant once again to say that he can or cannot shut the door, 
depending upon whether it fits its frame properly, etc. Now since 
this second condition is a condition both of ability and inability, 
and since in the preceding paragraph we saw that conditions of 
ability are implied applicationally by (iii) 'He is going to, etc.', it 
follows a fortiori that the second condition is implied application­
ally by (iii) as well. 

This completes, then, our review of the mode of implication 
G 
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peculiar to the three conditions of the intentionality of an action 
which occurs. 

3 
Now comes the reckoning. The assumption upon which most 

of the preceding reasoning has been based is that predictive ex­
pressions of the form 'I am going to ... ' and 'He is going to · · · ' 
are always confirmable in the same sort of way. More specifically, 
we have been assuming that when the former expresses purpose 
and the latter refers to the same person and action as the former 
mentions, then, whatever the other differences between them, they 
are confirmable in the same sort of way. 

Let us inspect once again the conditions in terms of which this 
confirmation is supposed to be possible. They are: 

(a) the agent must believe that his prediction is true, i.e. it 
must be authentic; 
(h) the fulfilment of (a) must be a necessary condition of the 
truth of the prediction; 
(c) he must believe (h). 

We also recognized the further proviso, or elucidation of (a) 
an~ (c), that the agent's belief that his action will come about is a 
rattonal one. But the implications of this are viciously regressive 
for reas~ns already anticipated in the previous chapter. Condition 
(c) reqmres that if the agent proceeds rationally then he can satisfy 
(a) only if he believes (h), but (h) requires him not to believe that 
the. prediction is true unless (a) is satisfied; i.e. he isn't entitled to 

~ehev~ that the prediction is true unless and until he believes that 
e ~eheves that the prediction is true. The conditions as set out 

are tn other words circular and recursive. 
Now at first sight it may seem that the logical scandal pertains 

sole!y to the agent whose confirmation procedure has been con­
~atned to revolve in an eternal circle. This would be bad enough. 

pr.otracted effort to bring the agent's standpoint within the 
phov~nce of inductively confirmable predictions has demonstrated 
t at .tn?uctive standards can only be brought to bear upon his 
predtcttve activities in an illogical manner. We haven't merely 
represented the agent as a man who doesn't know what in the 
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world he is going to do next, as Bradley taunts the Libertarian 
with doing. That would merely represent the agent as non­
rational. More scandalously, by pressing what Bradley would 
have regarded as rational standards upon the agent, we have made 
his attitude radically irrational. 

In a different way, however, the alien standpoint is in no better 
case. The alien can take conditions (a), (b), and (c) as a basis for 
his prediction 'He is going to ... ' But it now turns out that these 
conditions are really insufficient in number so long as he fails to 
distinguish the confirmation procedures of his own predictive 
belief from those of the agent. Handicapped in this way, he must 
believe that the agent as well, in so far as he is rationally guided, 
must take conditions (a), (b), and (c) as satisfied before making his 
prediction. \Ve must remember, too, that the proviso that the 
agent is rationally guided was one which we read into the other 
conditions. But this immediately adds a further condition (d) to 
the conditions with which the agent must reckon in making his 
prediction. Condition (d) can be formulated with greater or lesser 
economy in view of the internal relations holding between the 
other three, but we need not go into that matter now. It should 
now be clear that the same considerations which lead to the supple­
mentation of (a), (b), and (c) by (d) must require the supplemen­
tation of (a), (b), (c), and (d) by a fifth condition (e). These same 
considerations will in fact reapply an infinite number of times and 
lead to an infinite regress, so that the conditions for the prediction 
can never be complete. 

The solution to this tangle is quite simple. Confirmation pro-
cedures for 'He is going to ... ' need involve no regress once we 
realize that 'I am going to ... ' enjoys a logical status which is 
quite unique. Only two conditions apart from more objective ones 
are in fact required by the procedure, viz.: 

(a1) 'I am going to ... 'expresses the agent's purpose authen­
tically; 
(b1) the fulfilment of (a1) is a necessary condition of the action 
purposed. 

This, too, of course, is just another way of saying that the action 
must be in accordance with the agent's intention and done 
through the agent's intention. 
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By classifying the expression of purpose as a belief or_ as pro­
positional we expose ourselves to the danger of supposmg_ t?at 
its difference from 'He is going to ... 'is no greater than the dd1er­
ence between any other pair of expressions in the first and third 
persons singular respectively which make mention of the same 
person and action. The danger becomes particularly acute when 
we try to put the agent's expression of purpose into indirect 
speech. We would then find it natural to say that the agent 
believes that he is going to, etc., where the subordinate noun 
clause is in the third person predictive form. Ordinary usage, of 
course, has its defences against the possibility of this confusion, 
since frequently we don't put the agent's expression of purpose 
into indirect speech. When referring to it we quite frequently say 
instead simply that the agent intends to do such-and-such. 

In any case, whatever is the root of the confusion, it is only 
when we try to vulgarize or depersonalize the content of the 
expression in this way that it becomes necessary to express the 
condition that the action is in accordance with the agent's inten­
tion as composite consisting of conditions (a) and (c). \Ve stip~­
late (c) a~ a condition in an unavailing effort to restore (a) to lts 
pro.rer smgularity, rather as millers 'reinforce' nowadays the 
nattonalloaf with some of the properties extracted from the flour 
by _modern methods of milling. By stipulating that the ag~nt 
~eh~ves that his believing is a necessary condition of his pre~tc­
t!On s truth, or the predicted action's performance, we try to ~m­
pos_e u~on the agent an account of the singularity of his expres~10n 
whtch 1s appropriate to the alien alone viz. condition (b). Smce 
this br~ngs his account into alignment ~ith the alien's, we have, 
accordmgly, once again to impose the further condition (d) th~t 
t?e agent must believe that (c) as well as (a) is a necessary condt­
tton of the action's performance and so on ad infinitum. 

One~ we detect the cause of'rhe infinite regress, the positive 
conclusiOn which I announced at the beginning of the chapter can 
be_ seen_to_ follow. The agent cannot regard his intending as son:e­
thi~g d1stmguishable from his being about to do the action whtch 
he mtends to do. The distinction becomes conceivable from the 
alien standpoint alone. Now before we had detected the precise 
cause of the recursiveness in the conditions of an intentional action 
being performed, the only conclusion which we could deduce 
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from the recursiveness was that it is logically impossible to predict 
the performance of the action on inductive grounds. This con­
clusion, however, might seem to have had no ontological implica­
tions, and in particular to be still consistent with a deterministic 
account of the causal conditions of the action. Once the cause of 
the regress has been located, on the other hand, the indeter­
ministic implications are apparent. \Vhere the action which comes 
about intentionally takes place, its conditions are incomplete apart 
from the fact that it comes about through the agent's intention. 
Consequently from the standpoint from which the distinction 
between the agent's being about to do the action and his intention 
to do it disappears, his being about to do it must be incompletely 
conditioned without further qualification. This has similar impli­
cations for the alien standpoint as well, which we shall consider in 
the next section. 

One doubt at least about this ontological conclusion may, how­
ever, remain. It may seem too firmly wedded to my assumption 
that expressions of purpose are propositional. I shall examine this 
assumption more carefully in the next section. My previous chap­
ter, however, has already shown that whether they are proposi­
tional or not they are committed to the future in more than verbal 
form, and the arguments by which this was established are enough 
to establish my conclusions in this section without further assump­
tion. We saw that an authentic expression of purpose definitely 
precludes the agent from believing he is unable to perform the 
action, or that he will change his mind. It in fact implies in some 
sense that the action will be performed whether it says this or not. 
Consequently it cannot allow any external relation between the 
agent's intention and his being about to perform the action. Other­
wise it would have to allow intention to be a condition of the 
action which could be fulfilled independently of the objective 
necessary conditions of the action. It would be logically impec­
cable to say 'I intend it, but the other conditions of its occurrence 
are not fulfilled'. Accordingly, given the findings of my previous 
chapter the indeterministic implications of the agent's expression 
of purpose stand, whether my assumption about its propositional 
status is correct or not. 
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4 

In coming to the preceding conclusions two points have been 
left unresolved. The first consists of the question which I may 
seem this moment to have dismissed as no longer crucial, viz. 
'Are expressions of purpose propositional?' The second is the 
question whether one is entitled to assume, as in the preliminary 
stages of my argument I seemed content to do, that from the alien 
as distinct from the agent's point of view the fact that something 
is about to happen consists in the present existence of complete 
conditions of its coming about. 

While the first question remains unresolved my account of the 
future commitments of purpose must seem less then perspicuous, 
and my whole distinction between standpoints in consequence 
tainted with some doubt. My version of practical knowledge as 
~he agent's standpoint can hardly stand if the latter turns out to be 
mexpressible_as such in propositional form. My previous chapt~r, 
of course, dtsposes directly of some of the reasons offered m 
support of contrary findings - those, for instance, which repre­
sent r~solution simply as undertaking to try to do something.1 If 
there ts any such thing as specific resolution, then the straight­
forward prediction of the specific action considered is its most 
ac~urate expression. And the fact that this expression does not 
ratse the question whether the intended action will be successful 
~r fa~l is not due to the fact that the predictive form is not predic­
~v.e 10 con~e~t, ~s Hampshire sugg;sts, but due simply t? there 
. emg no dtstmctiOn from the agent s standpoint between mtend­
mg a~d being about to act. Other causes for doubt may, however, 
remam. 

b The analogy which I have used in the course of my argument 
£ e~een expressions of purpose and Austin's performatives, may, 
hor tnst~nce, suggest that I have succumbed to the fallacy which 

e so VIgorously castigated, viz. that of supposing all indicative 
s~ntences to be 'statemental', 'constative', or propositional. In 
t e s~me way as it seems beside the point to ask whether 'I 
pr~mtse', 'I bet', etc., are true or false on typical occasions of 
thetr utterance, so, one might argue, to describe an expression of 

1 See Stuart Hampshire, Thought and Action, pp. IIZ-IJ. 
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purpose as true or false is equally inappropriate. This point does 
have a superficial plausibility. 

There are a considerable number of ways in which an expres­
sion of purpose may be confuted. This can easily leave the im­
pression that to challenge its truth is to miss its point. 'I am going 
to, etc.', may be followed by a change of mind on the part of the 
agent, which he expresses by 'I am not going to do so after all'. 
This is to express a negative intention. Again, its authenticity or 
sincerity may be questioned by another agent. The latter may 
deny that the agent is going to act as announced on the grounds 
that the agent doesn't really intend to act in this way. This is to 
treat it more like the giving of an undertaking. Or again, the other 
agent may say something like 'Yes, you most certainly are, for I 
am going to make you, whether you like it or not'. In this in­
stance he is expressing an intention of his own in response to the 
agent's expression. Yet again, the other agent may believe that the 
agent intends to do what he announces, but wish to deny that it 
will come about through his intention, or alternatively that it will 
come about through an intention based upon an informed 
appraisal of the circumstances. He may say 'Yes, as a matter of 
fact you will. You can't very well help doing otherwise', or 'Yes, 
you will, though not quite in the way you think'. Finally, the 
other agent may confute the agent's expression of purpose simply 
by saying 'You can't, and therefore you won't'. 

Of all the methods of confutation, and those listed here are by 
no means exhaustive, the last alone is of the most typically factual 
kind. It is on similar considerations that one refutes ordinary 
predictions of the gambling or inductive kinds. Nobody, say, will 
ever run a mile in under two minutes in standard conditions, 
because this is physically impossible, and for this reason we say it 
is false that some day the mile will be run in under two minutes. 
Now since this sort of appraisal of truth or falsity is only one of 
the different sorts of appraisal which as we have seen seem at least 
just as relevant to expressions of purpose, can we justifiably use it 
as a basis for classing expressions of purpose as propositional? One 
might regard such expressions as more analogous to the class of 
performatives in which we give estimates or pass verdicts. As 
Austin pointed out, when one uses 'I estimate that it took at least 
twenty years to build this cathedral' to give an estimate, one is 
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not saying anything true or false, but is saying something which 
is correct or incorrect depending on its factual basis. 

Is there any justification then for regarding expressions of pur­
pose as propositional? I must admit that one does, in most circum­
stances that one can imagine, feel rather unhappy about describing 
an~ expression of purpose as true or false without further qualifi­
~att?n. Accordingly if we define a proposition as anything which 
Is either true or false perhaps one should feel equally unhappy 
about describing expressions of purpose as propositional. There 
ar~, however, good negative and positive reasons for overcoming 
thts uneasiness and for attributing it to the profound difrerence 
bet~een expressions of purpose and other types of proposition 
whtch I hope to clarify. 

To begin with the negative reasons: expressions of purpose are 
not performatives. No doubt they are speech acts, for any use of 
language is a speech act of some sort. But they are expressive acts, 
whereas performatives are not. The function of expression implies 
the existence of some activity or state which need not take overt 
verbal form and which the expression expresses. This activity or 
state is distinct then from the overt verbal form. In enunciating 
performatives such as 'I promise that, etc.', or 'I estimate that this 
costs, etc.', on the other hand, the activity of promising or giving 
an estimate just is the saying of these things in the appropriate 
~ontext. At the same time, of course, they give expression to 

Intentions and beliefs in an indirect way: but what they give 
~Xpression to isn't the promising or the estimating, for that is 
J~st what they are. Also the intentions and beliefs to which they 
gtve :xpression could be expressed by speech acts which are not 
proi?tses or estimates but just expressions. A locution is perfor­
ThtiVe only in so far as it is other than or more than an expression. 

de only true parallel I can find between expressions of purpose 
~r: . performatives presupposes indeed that the two are quite 
· lStm~t. If I have been correct in supposing that just as one bets 
~h sahtng 'I bet' so the agent is going to do something in believing 
puat e will do it, then one must suppose that his expression of 

fhse expresses belief and in consequence is propositional. 
sio ere are, however, a class of sentences which like expres­
di ns of purpose express something but which don't, except in­

reedy' express beliefs, viz. orders and expressions of wishes. 
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\Vhere someone says 'Oh to be in England!' or 'Shut the door' he 
is expressing a wish, and in the latter case by giving a command, 
seeing to its realization. In these cases one could say that he is 
telling us what he wants, and compare them with an expression 
of purpose wherein the agent tells us what he has decided. But 
what distinguishes the latter from the former expressions is that 
he thinks he is telling us what he will do. \Vhen the time comes 
round for him to act, and he does act in the way he expressly 
intended, he can say to us 'You see - I did do what I said I would 
do'. This is precisely the way in which predictions are verified. 
Nothing like this could be said of expressions of wishes. At most 
one could say '\Vhat I said I wanted has come about' or 'You have 
done what I told you to do'. These are not statements about 
verification. 

Perhaps we can bring out the significance of this argument 
more clearly by referring back to the performative 'I promise'. 
After I have done what I promised to do by using this perfor­
mative, I can also say 'You see- I did what I said I would do'. 
This, however, does not show that the performative 'I promise 
that, etc.', is propositional. The reason is that I did make the 
promise whether I did do what I said I would do or not. The 
speech act was something more than an announcement of what I 
would do. In the case of the expression of purpose likewise I do 
not merely tell you what I will or what I think I will do. I also 
form an intention. But the forming or having an intention is not 
a speech act over and above the telling you what I will do in the 
way that the promising is. Therefore there is absolutely no 
ground for saying that the expression of purpose is not proposi­
tional. The most one could say is that the intending is something 
more than the believing in the proposition. 

The disinclination to call an expression of purpose proposi­
tional in spite of its difference from these non-propositional or 
supposedly non-propositional sentences is due simply to forget­
fulness of the far-reaching distinction between predictions repre­
sented by 'I am going to, etc.', and 'He is going to, etc.', 
respectively. The multiplicity of ways in which an expression of 
purpose was shown to be confutable arose from indiscriminately 
lumping together confutation from different points of view. From 
the agent's pointofviewall these forms of confutation fall into order 
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and only one is primary. He is faced implicitly or explicitly with 
the question for decision '\Vhat am I going to do the circum­
stances being such-and-such?' to which he may answer implicitly or 
explicitly 'I am going to do such-and-such' or 'I am not going to 
do such-and-such'. These two answers are contradictory expres­
sions of purpose, and in the context of the practical question 
'What am I going to do the circumstances being such-and-such?' 
the one is the direct and primary confutation of the other. Other 
forms of confutation are directed towards questioning the validity 
of the practical question- not the validity of any one of its 
answers as compared with any one of the rest. Theoretical as well 
as practical questions are subject to this form of confutation (e.g. 
'Is the present King of France bald?'). Consequently there are no 
grounds here for querying the propositional nature of the practical 
answers to practical questions. 

It is true of course that seldom would an agent say of two con­
tradictory answers to a practical question that the one is true and 
the other false. But the reasons for his disinclination do not bear 
the construction that expressions of purpose are not propositional. 
One reason is that 'true' and 'false' are adjectives whereby one 
appraises propositions that lie before one for consideration. Now 
this is hardly the relation in which the agent finds himself with 
resrect to his expressions of purpose. The only sort of appraisal 
:Wht~h he can make of an expression of purpose must be implicit 
m hts expression of purpose. Perhaps, however, there are circum­
stances in which he would say 'It is true that I am going to, etc.' 
or 'It is false that I am going to, etc.', e.g. where another perso~ 
ha~ been speculating in his presence about what the agent is 
gomg to do. In this case the total expression is the expression of 
pur~ose of the agent, and the prediction which he appraises is 
spectfied as the other person's prediction. But appraisal of his 
~wn ~xpression of purpose is not a function which falls within the 
gent s standpoint as such. 

of Another reason for not using. 'true' and 'fals< o~ exp:es~ions 
purpose confronts us in the vtew that these adjectives mdtcate 

horrespondence with the facts, whatever that means. No prediction, 
owev~r, corresponds or fails to correspond with the facts 

except m a retrospective sense, since the event predicted hasn't 
yet occurred or failed to occur. They certainly don't correspond 
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in the sense in which 'The sun is now shining' may or may not 
correspond with facts. Perhaps, however, we mean something 
analogous, viz. that the event will occur as predicted. But if so, 
why shouldn't this be said of expressions of purpose, viz. that 
what they say will happen will happen? 

Alternatively, perhaps we mean that there are sufficient induc­
tive grounds at the moment of prediction for supposing that the 
event will turn out as predicted. Hampshire seems to have some­
thing like this in mind when he denies1 that expressions of purpose 
are predictions. I agree to the extent that expressions of purpose 
are not inductive conclusions, and that they are not based on 
inductively sufficient grounds. But if this is to be taken as a suffi­
cient reason for denying the predictiveness of such expressions, 
it requires as a premiss that the actual futurity of an event consists 
in a present sufficiency of inductive grounds. So long as the suffi­
ciency of inductive grounds and the futurity of the event are 
allowed to be logically independent there can be no good reason 
for denying predictive status to an expression of purpose just 
because it is necessarily deficient in inductive grounds. To propose 
a definition of futurity in terms of a sufficiency of inductive 
grounds seems, however, to be circular. It defines the statement 
'X will happen' in terms of itself as meaning 'There are sufficient 
inductive grounds at the moment for supposing that X will 
happen'. There may be ways of trying to avoid this circularity, 
but I don't propose to follow them out, since in Chapter IX I shall 
show that futurity consists contrariwise of the necessary insuffi­
ciency of causal determinants and hence of inductive grounds. 

It is only when we turn from the agent to the alien who assesses 
the agent's expression of purpose that we can say that this expres­
sion is directly confutable in more than one way. The alien can 
challenge the authenticity of an expression of purpose where it 
would be irrelevant for the agent to do so. The agent as such is 
concerned purely with the question '\Vhat am I going to do?' and 
whatever answer he gives to that is the answer, since the question 
is addressed primarily to himself, though of course he may 
deceive others about the answer he gives or the question by which 
he was faced. Again the alien can challenge the part which the 
agent's sincerity actually will play in bringing about the action 

1 See Thought and Action, pp. 104ff. 
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on the grounds that the objective conditions won't work towar~s 
the action in quite the way which the agent thinks. But once agam 
it can only be from the alien point of view that the objective con­
ditions and the subjective conditions consisting of the agent's 
intention can be regarded as possessing a certain degree of inde­
pendence from each other, for the agent's decision is formed in 
consideration of what he takes the objective conditions to be. 

All in all, then, we have seen on the negative side that expres­
sions of purpose do not resemble those supposedly non-proposi­
tional locutions to which they can most plausibly be assimilated 
more than they resemble propositions. On the positive side we 
have found that the apparent parity of the widely disparate form 
of confutation to which they arc subject is reduceable to order by 
means of the distinction between the two standpoints. It is only 
from the alien standpoint that the factual method of confuting 
the agent's expression of purpose by means of a contradictory 
prediction fails to meet the expression of purpose head on as it 
wer~. T~is is solely because the predictions of aliens and agents 
don t enJoy the same logical status. 

Fuller development of the more positive claims of expressions 
of purpose to propositional status will have to be left to later 
chapters. What these in effect will show is that the tendency to 

treat all indicative sentences as if they were propositional has not 
been the most pernicious legacy from our philosophical past. 
~ore pernicious still has been the tendency to regard the indica­
t~ve _mood as having some sort of ontological priority. The most 
shgnt~cant feature of an Indeterministic Libertarian ontology is 
t ~t 1t transfers this priority to the interrogative mood. The 
bhtl~sophy of logical atomism is now almost universally decried, 

ut lts central failing has never yet been properly exposed. It 
regards reality as essentially determinate, and only determinable 
or questionable from an epistemological point of view, i.e. relative 
t? a. purely contingent ignorance. As opposed to this, Liberta­
rtant~m makes reality essentially determinable, and it is through 
practtc~l knowledge and the practical question 'What am I going 
to do? that we are immediately aware of this. In the technical 
terms of logical atomism the disjunctive 'or' is not primarily a 
thuth-func~ional constant. Its use is ontologically basic for making 
t e determmableness of reality fully explicit, and where it is used 
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in this way the propositions which it can disjoin have an entirely 
different status from propositions which can be disjoined truth­
functionally alone. All criticism of logical atomism which fails to 
presuppose the essentially interrogative constitution of reality is 
useless, for unless reality is essentially determinable logical 
atomism must be true. 

The second lacuna in the argument of the previous sections 
consisted in my apparent willingness to assume that from the 
alien point of view the going to do something consists in the 
existence of complete conditions in the present of that thing 
coming about. I may seem to have accepted, then, that the alien 
point of view is essentially deterministic. If one accepts this, how­
ever, one must suppose there to be a fundamental contradiction 
between the agent's and the alien's standpoint towards the agent. 
One must suppose that a man must think that the actions which 
he intends at the moment are incompletely conditioned, but that 
his past intentional actions or the actions of others at any time are 
by contrast completely conditioned. There is no strict self-contra­
diction here of course, since it is a contradiction between two 
different standpoints, but when one remembers that the agent can 
occupy both standpoints towards his action, even if not simul­
taneously, the contradiction seems undesirable. It seems intoler­
able to suppose that the agent must in principle continually recant 
ontological beliefs which he has inevitably held the moment 
before. 

This suggests that the alien standpoint need not be quite so 
deterministic as I appeared to entertain at the outset, and that once 
we understand how difrerent an expression of purpose is from 
an alien prediction of the same action this understanding reacts 
in turn on our understanding of the alien's prediction. \Ve must 
remember that the alien standpoint is just as practical as the agent's 
since it is the point of view of the other agent who has to make up 
his mind how to act in consideration of circumstances which in­
clude the agent as perhaps their most important constituent. One 
can only form a firm intention in so far as the circumstances are 
stable and predictable. One must be able to tell what will happen 
if one acts in one way as distinct from what will happen if one 
acts in another. The assurance with which one plans for the future 
depends upon the assurance with which one judges the causal 
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potentialities of one's situation. Hence the standpoint of any 
agent whether towards others or towards himself must comprise, 
though in varying ways, a relative Determinism which sets the 
limits within which choice is open and articulate. 

However, the standpoint of the alien consists not merely of 
the standpoint of an agent towards his circumstances in their 
relatively impersonal aspect. In this aspect there is no difFerence 
between the two standpoints as we have delimited them. All 
agents have to consider their circumstances. \Vhat makes a stand­
point alien is the fact that the circumstances which it considers 
comprises other agents whose possible actions have to be taken 
into account. We have now to ask ourselves whether even the 
relative degree of Determinism peculiar to any agent towards his 
circumstances in their more impersonal aspect must likewise be 
peculiar to the alien whose outlook is by definition towards the 
specifically personal aspect. Must the alien in fact treat the agent's 
purposive belief as an event which in conjunction with the physi­
cal and possibly other psychological circumstances completes the 
causal antecedents of the action? 

If he must, he wouldn't necessarily be interpreting the agent's 
action deterministically. He could always postulate some indeter­
~inately conditioning factor antecedent to the supervening 
intention. The intention on this interpretation would be an in­
dispensable causal condition of the action but would itself have 
no complete antecedent causal condition. However, our imme­
diate problem is not simply to save the hypothesis oflndeterminism 
but to save it in a manner reconcilable with the indeter­
minacy presupposed by the agent's standpoint. We have failed 
entirely to explain why the alien should interpolate some occult 
cause between the antecedent indeterminately conditioning factor 
and the action which the agent is about to do, where in contrast 
the agent's ontology leaves no room for any such extra. We can 
remove this anomaly by an analysis of the concept of intention 
solely in terms of the essential and most obvious difference 
between the two standpoints . 

. What distinguishes the one standpoint from the other is its 
~fferent and incompatible relation to the circumstances of action. 

t any given moment there is a set of purely physical circum­
stances more or less common to a number of agents - a lowest 
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common denominator as it were. Each agent to the extent to 
which he can plan for the future must believe that his circum­
stances are sufliciently clear cut in their causal potentialities to 
give scope to and to delimit the possibilities of action in a specific 
and determinate way. Circumstances can be defined as purely 
physical where this assumption is most fully justified. They act 
as a sort of fulcrum for choice. Over and above the purely physical 
or impersonal part of the agent's circumstances there are, how­
ever, other agents, and this is the source of the incompatibility. 

The agent has to reckon with these and their actions so far as 
possible in the same way as he reckons with the circumstances in 
their purely impersonal aspect. There is, however, an important 
disparity. He must to begin with recognize that others have in 
their future actions a scope similar to that which he allows to his 
own. Secondly, he must recognize that each of the others may 
include any other agent as a circumstance to be reckoned with in 
a way in which the agent cannot include himself. This last is the 
source of the incompatibility. Everybody has to adopt the stand­
point of the agent in respect of some project however unambitious. 
In doing so he must ascribe to himself the initiative in delimiting 
the scope of action enjoyed by other agents. Their freedom to 
choose between a number of specific actions is contingent upon 
his permission or submission or co-operation or restraint or con­
straint, and he looks upon himself as free to exercise or withhold 
these forms of influence. In believing this he adopts towards the 
others the alien point of view. 

The reason, then, why the notion of intention enters into the 
alien but not the agent's standpoint is simply that it signifies the 
qualified nature of the scope of activity within which the agent 
from the alien standpoint is free to act. From the alien point of view 
the agent retains his indeterminate future but precisely what falls 
within this range of indeterminacy depends upon the alien or yet 
other agents. To say, then, that an action is intentional is not to 
say it has been conditioned by some sort of first cause which in­
tervenes in time between the antecedent indeterminately condi­
tioning factor and the intentional action. It simply indicates the 
qualified character of the agent's indeterminacy. Accordingly, the 
two standpoints are incompatible not because the one implies 
indeterminacy where the other does not. They are incompatible 
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?ec~use .the indeterminacy which both imply is implied as apply­
mg m dtfferent ways. 

We can now review the conclusions of this chapter and show 
how they take their place in my argument as a whole in its present 
phase. In Chapter v we distinguished two main categories of 
process, viz. phenomena and activities. \Vhile in the majority 
of cases any process can be subsumed under either, the notion of 
responsibility or efficacy in the narrative sense is involved by the 
latter alone. We can speak indifferently of a sunset taking place or 
of. the sun setting, but only in the latter case can we speak of some­
t~~ng doing something. Responsibility, then, is possessed by 
t tngs .that do things, by substances and not by events. At the 
same ttme we took note that the category of activity applies to 

other things besides voluntary action, but that the agent is held 
wpon.sible in the full narrative sense for voluntary action alone. 

hat Is the crucial distinction here? What does the setting of the 
su~ or the flight of a stone lack to make them in the full sense 
ac~ons of these objects? This is the question to which the negative 
anD the positive conclusions of this chapter provide an answer. 
. efictencies in the two dominant analyses of voluntariness, 
he. analyses in terms of mental events or Rylean dispositions, 

ave become obvious. One cannot satisfactorily analyse a volun­
tary a · 

Ctlon into a sequence of one-one causally connected events 
Nn~ of which must consist of the mental event we call volition. 

e:ther can one analyse it into a one-one causally connected 
~:~es of non-mental events ~he sub~equen~ parts of :Vhich would 
d e turned out differently m certain spectfic ways tf the antece-
e~t parts had likewise been different in certain ways. Both these 

aha yses have been ruled out by the negative conclusion of this 
c apter, which is of even more general significance. It has ruled 
out all analyses of voluntary action in terms of one-one causal 
connecti b · · · h I t . ons etween successive events as mconststent wtt vo un-
carmess. Instead it demands a limited indeterminacy in the out­
v7e of any situation where voluntary action must take place. 
C 

0 Untary actions accordingly, are constituted by one-many 
ausal c . ' . h f self-de onn~c.tiOns and for thts reaso.n come under t e category ~ 

termmmg process specified m Chapter v. But now thts 
category applies to events as specific instead of to events as 
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bearers of certain general characteristics examples of which were 
cited there from the field of biology and history. 

My positive conclusion, on the other hand, that expressions of 
p~rpose have a propositional content of unique logical status 
g1ves application to another broad category specified in Chapter 
v, viz. prospective process. In this way the categories of self­
determining and prospective process have become associated, ~nd 
we shall see in Chapter IX that this association amounts to logtcal 
identity. \Ve have distino·uished between two ways in which the 
sentence frame ' ... goi1~ to ... ' should be understood. Either 
~hc_first person singular 'I\ or some word with the same force, ~s 
~n~1sp~nsable towards completing its sense, or it is not. \Vhere lt 
1s 1_nd1spensable in this way, the sort of futurity or abo~tness 
wluch the completed sentence indicates is just what constttu~es 
~he prospectiveness of prospective process. This sort of futunty 
IS the peculiar preoccupation of expressions of purpose. 

~tis true, of course, that there are predictions of the form ' · ·. · 
gomg to ... ' in which the 'I' is not indispensable even when 1t 
occurs, since somebody else could insert 'He' and make an 
equivale11t prediction of the same logical status. These predictions 
seem to permit, even where they do not demand, that the about­
ness or futurity of the event predicted be cashed in terms of pre­
sent ~vents, or more accurately events up to the present, ~hie? 
constitute sufficient conditions. But this sort of futurity IS 

obviously derivative. How do we distinguish the fact that the 
stone has broken the window from the fact that it is about to 
break the window? Not simply through a sufficiency of antece­
dent causal conditions, but through the further fact that these 
antecedent conditions occurred some time back in the past instead 
of having just occurred. In other words the distinction depends 
upon the distinction between what at the moment is past and 
what is future being already available to us. The next two chapters 
~ill show in greater detail just how these depersonalized predic­
tions are subsidiary to and deriv~tive from expressions of purpose. 

Just one further point. These conclusions may seem to have 
been based solely upon an analysis of our more reflective volun­
~ary ~ctions, viz. those which involve purpose, decision, and 
IntentiOn. Some of our voluntary actions, however are not reflec­
tive, and yet we are responsible for them. Have I not, then, left 

H 
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an important type of responsibility out of consideration? The 
answer is 'No' for two reasons. First, I showed in Chapter 11, 

section 2, how unreflective voluntary action could be defined 
negatively in terms of intentions. Second, in this chapter I have 
been dealing not so much with intentions, purposes, etc., as with 
what those attitudes make explicit. They difFer from other volun­
tary states simply in degree of self-awareness. But the object of 
awareness is common to the explicit and the inexplicit states. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THINGS AND PERSONS 

O UR main efforts have been directed so far towards the 
divorce of certain concepts. No divorce, however, is satis­

factory without some settlement between the divorced parties, and 
up to the moment our interest in this has been somewhat mar­
ginal. Let us take, then, our principal distinction. \Vhat is the 
relation between the explanatory and the narrative types of respon­
sibility? A whole cluster of more or less equivalent or subordinate 
questions arises from this one. \Vhat is the relation as well as the 
distinction between a voluntary action and the other events 
which it accompanies? \Vhat is the distinction and relation 
between a means and an end or between what we do for its own 
sake and what we do for the sake of something else? \Vhat is the 
distinction and relation between a mere thing and a person? This 
last formulation of the problem is perhaps suggested more directly 
by the preceding chapters than the others. \Ve have succeeded in 
distinguishing processes in which things as such are engaged 
from processes which are the voluntary actions of agents, but have 
indicated only vaguely how they work together. Accordingly we 
can best explore the whole nexus of related problems by working 
towards the solution of this particular one. 

I 

In acting, the agent has to solve questions which are specific 
applications of the questions I have raised above. He cannot 
entertain a reasonable hope of realizing his intentions unless they 
have been formed in consideration of the circumstances, i.e. the 
objects surrounding him, and their previous behaviour. It is 
advisable, however, before going further to recognize a variety of 
types of voluntary action according to the role which conscious­
ness plays in them. 

One type consists of deliberate actions where considerable 
reflection may take place about the nature of the circumstances in 
which the agent is called to act prior to his forming a definite 

107 
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intention. This sort of action is more likely to take place where 
the circumstances are novel, e.g. when we plan an expedition. A 
second type consists of one type of habitual action. I make a 
decision, e.g. to walk home, and then carry it out, taking all the 
necessary turnings while all the time giving my attention to some­
thing entirely different. As a third type we have a controlled 
type of activity where execution follows recognition of the cir­
cumstances too closely for any process of deliberation to inter­
vene, and where the circumstances are too novel for the response 
to be in any way habitual. A dog runs in front of my car and I 
brake practically instantaneously. I conduct a conversation with 
somebody and respond intelligently without any reflection. Th!s 
type of action has been thought to require a behaviouristic analysts 
of voluntariness. There are two types of behaviouristic pro­
gramme. One consists of an analysis of consciousness as such: 
the other consists of the whittling down of the role of conscious­
ness in human behaviour. Behaviourists or their critics sometimes 
superimpose these two programmes rather indiscriminately upon 
each. other. While I support neither I am here criticizing one 
app~tcation of the second alone. The vividness of one's experience 
durmg an activity like braking a car seems to me too outstanding 
for such an account to be plausible. The experience is odd, per­
haps, for those who rely on neat distinctions between cognitions 
and ,conations, but none the less quite unmistakable. Certain~y.I 
~on t reflect that there is a dog and that at my present speed tt ts 
kkely to be hurt. I apprehend the dog immediately as not to be 

Urt and act accordingly. (The brake-applying mechanism is of 
Murse a conditioned reflex which rather complicates this example) 

Y mode of consciousness is gerundive in nature. One doesn t 
alw~ys apprehend the circumstances in purely descriptive cate­
~ones and then imagine a course of action adapted to its descrip­
tive qu~l~ties. One frequently apprehends the object immediately 
as requmng such-and-such an action.1 Again, in the conduct of a 
conversation, I immediately apprehend the remark of the other 
person as requiring a particular answer in the same moment as I 
appreh:nd its meaning; or in making a speech I apprehend what 
I have JUst said as requiring such-and-such a conclusion without 
any process of reflection intervening. As a fourth type we have 

1 See F. H. Bradley, Collected Essays, vol. II, pp. 39, 504, 505. 
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another kind of voluntary action where reflection, posltlve 
intention, or gerundive apprehension may all be absent. The pro­
cess of breathing or of blinking is up to a point voluntary for we 
can stop it at least for short periods. Now normally when I breathe 
I don't deliberate about the necessity of breathing in order to 
live, nor do I do it merely out of habit, nor do I apprehend the 
situation immediately as requiring breathing, nor have I any 
positive intention to breathe. My action, however, is voluntary 
because it doesn't conflict with any of my other positive intentions, 
and the fact that it doesn't conflict with these intentions is an 
indispensable condition of its taking place. If, for instance, I 
found that my breathing interfered with my hearing a very slight 
noise, I could and would stop breathing in order to listen better. 
This type of action also has been subjected to behaviouristic 
misinterpretation. The undoubted fact that no positive intention 
or conscious idea is involved in the action does not mean that no 
intention is involved in the action. Finally, we have another type 
of habitual action. This is similar to such actions as breathing or 
blinking in the absence of positive intention, but it is dissimilar 
in having been formed by habit. I may have acquired the habit of 
switching off the electric light whenever I leave the room and may 
continue to do so even when it promotes no particular end of 
mine, such as the saving of expense. The action is voluntary 
because as soon as it became inconsistent with any of my ends I 
could desist. Is it possible, however, that there may be a further 
dissimilarity between this type of action and the fourth type 
exemplified by breathing. \Vhen I pass the electric switch possibly 
there may always be the gerundive feeling that it is to be pushed up. 

I think this classification does sufficient justice to the various 
types of voluntary action. Diverse as they are, none of them in­
vites a behaviouristic analysis. All of them involve consciousness 
more or less directly and this consciousness is at its most explicit 
in fully deliberate actions. Accordingly, we can confine our atten­
tion to deliberate actions in order to determine the relation be­
tween things and persons both from the alien and from the agent's 
standpoint. 

Deliberation is sometimes conceived as taking one or both of 
two forms. Its alleged object is either to answer the question 
'What is my end?' or the question 'How should I attain my end?' 
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The answer to the second question is supposed to presuppose the 
answer to the first, and the answer to the first to be independent 
of the answer to the second. 

Certain deterministic accounts of deliberation seem particularly 
dependent on this conception. Deliberation, of course, always has 
been a challenge to the ingenuity of the Determinist, since the 
agent seems to entertain therein alternative actions as equally 
within his power or causally unsettled. The Determinist can take 
the short way with this and suppose that the agent is subject to an 
inescapable form of illusion. In doing so he finds himself in the 
quandary of one whose practical and theoretical postulates must 
always conflict. He must believe from the theoretical point of 
view that the laws of human nature determine all agents, includ­
ing himself, to believe from the practical point of view that no 
laws are in operation where on the contrary some are. Alter­
natively he may try to restore consistency with his theoretical 
postulate by diminishing the claim of the practical. 

One way of doing this is to distinguish between the two 
questions. According to this account questions of ends never 
present the agent with any great difficulty. His ends announce 
themselves, possibly after a certain amount of inner turmoil 
which like giddiness time often settles. In some cases they don't 
even announce themselves before going into operation, but work 
from under cover. Deliberation is confined to the process of 
deciding how to bring these ends about. Alternative courses are 
equally in his power in the sense that his belief that one of these 
would terminate in his end is a sufficient condition of his initiating 
that particular course. 

Historically speaking, of course, there is no clear-cut line of 
division between Determinists and Libertarians on just how 
deliberation takes place. This has had a vitiating effect on the 
historical development of Libertarian doctrine. The view that 
deliberation centres round the solution to two distinct questions, 
about ends and means respectively, in which the latter has prece­
dence over the former, has its origin in Aristotle's doctrine of the 
p~actical syllogism: and he on other counts is unmistakably 
Libertarian. This doctrine is rather more complex than the deter­
ministic account of deliberation outlined above. It contains the 
more essential features of the latter account but modifies its deter-
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ministic implications in the most pernicious manner by means of 
the notion of weakness of will. 

The practical syllogism consists of a major premiss specifying 
a state of affairs as desirable, a minor premiss specifying some­
thing as either an instance or cause of the desirable state, and 
finally an action, instead of a proposition, which follows validly 
or invalidly as conclusion. The major premiss is concerned with 
the question of the agent's end and this end according to Aristotle 
is not at issue at the moment of action. It is determined by his 
character which is the result of his previous moral education, and 
this is the only sense in which it is described as deliberate or 
chosen. The minor premiss is concerned with the question of the 
means to the agent's end. It alone is the conclusion to a process 
of deliberation in which alternative courses of action can accur­
ately be described as at issue immediately before the moment of 
action. But the issue is primarily a theoretical one and determined 
by the theoretical discovery that one course alone will lead to the 
agent's precise predetermined end. 

As an account of deliberate choice all this is definitely deter­
ministic. But according to Aristotle once the choice about ends 
and means is made the appropriate action doesn't necessarily 
follow. Syllogistically speaking, it is possible for him to act irra­
tionally or invalidly, and this is weakness of will. Now if we 
remember that for Aristotle the will is a first cause, it appears that 
its function resides not in the agent's capacity to exercise one or 
other form of choice, but in his capacity to syllogize practically 
or exercise strength of will. In this way the volitional phenomenon 
of strength and weakness of will has been promoted to an un­
deserved prominence in the history of philosophy. It is only one 
volitional phenomenon among others of equal importance. Weak­
ness of will consists simply of inconstancy of purpose where the 
grounds for the original decision have undergone no relevant 
change. This inconstancy is usually instigated by discomfort of 
some sort or its more vivid anticipation. Accordingly, the occa­
sion for weakness arises specifically where the choice lies between 
two or more courses, one of which alone is considered to lead to 
immediate preponderating discomfort. Where the latter condition 
does not hold, inconstancy of purpose is described as capricious 
rather than weak. 
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From this analysis it can be seen that there are many other 
occasions for intentional action in which strength or weakness of 
will is in no way involved. Now Aristotle has at least retained 
some sort of distinction between weakness of will and other forms 
of choice, though he overreaches himself by making will power 
a quite separate phenomenon from choice. Later Libertarians, 
however, have wanted to identify the function of will as first 
cause with the function of choice. As a result, every instance of 
choosing is considered to be an exercise of will power in which 
the. will either beats or fails to beat down certain refractory 
desi.res which rebel against a relatively supine moral character or 
haba. Where there is no psychological conflict of this sort there 
ca? ~e no exercise of choice except upon means. In short, through 
this ~d.entification of will power with the exercise of choice the 
pernicious influence of the causal interpretation of willing has 
become confirmed among Libertarians and Determinists alike. 

The purpose of this digression has been to show the funda­
men~al importance of a correct account of deliberation in its 
relation to ends and means. Actually the formation of decisions 
ab~ut ends and means constitute only a rather special type of 
deh?eration. In general, deliberation is concerned with the for­
m~tiOn of intentions, and only in more specific though numeri­
ca ly preponderating instances with the distinction between ends 
a~d means, which is internal to intention. In these cases the deci­
Sion to take something as an end is always correlative to and in­
se)ar.able from the decision to take so~ethi~g else as a mea~s. 

t Is perfectly true that if we could visualize a state of affairs as 
a:: end Without having any idea how it could be brought about, 
t ~~.of logical necessity the answer to the question 'What is my 
bn · Would precede the answer to the question how it is to be 
I ro~g~t about. But this initial assumption is totally unjustified. 
~ . ehberation we quite frequently indeed visualize a state of 

a_ d airs Which appears intrinsically desirable, and only then con­:I. er. the question how it is to be brought about. Here by 'in-
rmslcally desirable' I do not mean, however, 'something one 
~0~ d desire even though nothing else existed'. I find the hypo­
t ests. ~f myself and a peach existing in a universal vacuu~ un­
appetiZing as well as intellectually bemusing. It is enough tf we 
mean that what is intrinsically desirable adds by its presence to 
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the value for us of most situations. Even supposing then we visu­
alize a state of afrairs as intrinsically desirable, we cannot confer 
upon it the status of end or something we aim at, until we find a 
solution, or a number of solutions, to the question how to bring 
it about. \Ve cannot even predict that once we have found the 
solution to bringing it about we would aim at it as an end, unless 
we have some previous idea what the solution is likely to b~. 

In the first place, as will be readily agreed, it is not unttl we 
are assured that the question 'How?' has some answer that the 
intrinsically desirable state of affairs can be made an end. If we 
discovered that it was beyond our power to bring it about in any 
form, we obviously could not continue to entertain it as an end. 
In the second place, even if we are satisfied that the intrinsic~lly 
desirable state of affairs can be attained we still have to dectde 
whether the method of attainment would make it worth while. 
\Vhat is for intrinsic reasons desirable may be for extrinsic reasons 
undesirable. By using any method of attainment we have to toler­
ate certain intrinsically undesirable states of affairs and relinquish 
yet other intrinsically desirable states of affairs. We can perfect 
our command of a musical instrument, for instance, only by long 
hours of laborious practice which could have been spent in the 
enjoyment of something else. In the third place, some of the 
methods of attainment may be themselves more or less intrin­
sically desirable. The expatriate, for instance, may consider 
whether to go home on leave by plane or boat, and opt for the 
sea journey because it is pleasanter though less quick. Here it may 
well be that one wouldn't make any journey at all unless one 
wished to go home on leave, but yet the journey is found intrin­
sically desirable. 

Whether one is a Libertarian or a Determinist one must, then, 
recognize that deliberation is monolithic. Ends only become 
determinate for the agent in the course of considering the causal 
properties of the circumstances in which he is called upon to act. 
The circumstances consist basically of physical objects with 
various causal potentialities and we form our ends, or our ends 
become formed, only in the course of discovering the various 
ways in which the causal potentialities of these objects can be 
realized. Even the differentiation of our sensuality into the basic 
appetites must depend upon insight into the physical peculiarities 
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of our bodies which are the most basic part of our circumstances. 
It is unlikely, for instance, that the female praying-mantis, given 
consciousness, would recognize precisely the same distinction 
between hunger and the sex urge as we do, since she has a physio­
logical compulsion to satisfy the first whenever she satisfies the 
second. Likewise, to turn to less sensual ends, the ambitious 
politician may not at first be aware of the relative value he attaches 
to popularity as distinct from personal integrity or the welfare of 
his country. He becomes aware of the two as distinct, and his 
own personal equation between them, solely from the experience 
that one must be subordinated to the other in circumstances 
which do not permit him to aim at both. 

It is worth while to establish the monolithic nature of delibera­
tion and to clarify the relation between circumstances and the 
formation of purpose through an analysis of more specific 
examples. Let us make a preliminary distinction between single­
step_ and multiple-step actions. Certain objects or aims can be 
attamed by a direct or comparatively direct action, but others 
only in consequence of a chain of successive actions each with a 
more immediate object attained for the sake of the later objects. In 
t~e single-step action the causal dispositions of the immediate 
Circumstances at the moment of action are sufficient to define the 
range of mutually exclusive possibilities for the future, one of 
:Vhich is the agent's object. In the multiple-step action the 
Immediate causal dispositions are merely sufficient to define a 
range of mutually exclusive possibilities for the future, at least one 
of which possesses a disposition which defines at more or less 
remote removes a range of mutually exclusive possibilities in one 
of which the agent's object can be attained . 
. The following is an example of what is roughly speaking a 

smgle-step action, and is designed to show that a relatively simple 
action may involve a complex process of deliberation. A team of 
engineers at work in Florida find the humid heat unbearably 
oppressive. The grass around is thick and parched. They set it on 
fire. Convection currents funnel the vapour into the cooler atmo­
sphere above. Condensation in the form of a thunder-storm 
ensues, and the downpour cools the lower atmosphere. Atmos­
pheric humidity is also reduced and they can once more perspire 
freely. 
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Now probably they have to souse the grass liberally with 
kerosene before setting it alight: and probably they have to kindle 
separate fires over an extensive area at adequately spaced intervals 
to ensure convection in sufficient volume. Probably, therefore, 
the action involves more than one stage. But if we ignore these 
preliminaries our example still illustrates a natural uncontrived 
complexity confined to one step. The components of this complex 
are the causal or instrumental dispositions inhering in the circum­
stances which the engineers exploit. These dispositions can be 
expressed in hypothetical propositions roughly as follows: if it 
will rain it will become cooler; if this vapour condenses it will 
rain; if convection in sufficient volume occurs the vapour will 
condense; if fire covers a certain area convection in sufficient 
volume will occur; if this grass is kindled the requisite conflagra­
tion will develop. As a contributory chain we can add: if when 
working we perspire freely we keep moderately cool; if atmos­
pheric humidity lowers we perspire freely when working; if con­
densation occurs atmospheric humidity will lower; if convection 
occurs condensation will occur. 

This analysis makes it clear that the total circumstances for the 
engineers form a close-knit nexus of instrumental dispositions 
which as an ordered unit can be comprehensively described as the 
disposition to cool. This disposition can be expressed by a chain of 
statements about the necessary one-one or many-one connections 
between events. The nexus is close-knit because, provided the 
circumstances specified are taken as forming a closed system, the 
exploitation of the combustibility of the grass leads inevitably to 
the exploitation of the remaining elementary dispositions com­
prising the complex disposition. Of course, if we do not regard 
the circumstances as a closed system, we can conceive of addi­
tional circumstances in which the original chain-reaction could 
be interrupted. The detonation of an atomic charge, for instance, 
in the locality of the fire half-way through the chain-reaction 
could no doubt puff the impending thunderstorm into non­
existence. 

Now the close-knit nexus we have examined is disclosed to the 
agent through his deliberation, and illustrates how he can only 
form his ends in the course of such deliberation. No doubt the 
discomfort of humid heat was felt by the engineers before their 
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insight. That, however, does not confer the status. of an end or 
aim upon the removal of the discomfort. They mlght, after all, 
have gained some relief by knocking-off for the day. If so, the 
fact that they didn't shows that their object was more co_mplex. 
Physical relief could not compensate for ~he l~s~ of t1me ~r 
money entailed by this method. Likewise thetr ~ectst~~ to explmt 
the close-knit nexus of dispositions would entatl dectstons about 
what to tolerate and what to relinquish and wha~ ~~ regard as 
compensating this tolerance or sacrifice. The posstbthty of such 
decision, or understanding of one's will, wo';ll_d depend upon a 
clear understanding of the component disposttwns. ~any of ~he 
c~ns~quences of lighting the grass might have been hst~d as m­
trmstcally or extrinsically undesirable: e.g. the devastauon of a 
large area of vegetation possibly serving other useful purposes, 
the wholesale and painful destruction of innocuous local fauna, 
the sud~en flooding caused by the deluge, mud, a~d other atten­
dant. evtls, which we cannot fully enumerate ~tth_out a more 
detatled knowledge of the situation. On the credtt stde we must 
not forget to place the successful execution of a bright idea or 
exercise of engineering ingenuity, which would give t~le p_rocess as 
a whole an intrinsic value. The mere fact that the acuon mvolved 
a. fairly detailed insight into the dispositional properties of the 
ctrcumst~nces would of itself provide an incen~ive for e~ploiting 
t~em. It ts even possible that no special atte~tto_n or wetght was 
gtven to the physical discomfort before the mstght supervened. 

_The tempta~ion to suppose that objects of ~ction ?ecome deter­
mmate before msight into the circumstances m whtch they are to 
be realized possibly arises from a failure to distinguish clearly 
b~t~een purpose and wish. It is perfectly true th~t our wishes, as 
dtstmct from our purposes can be highly determmate even where 
we have little regard for o~r actual circumstances. This is simply 
because they are the substance of our day-dreams. Our wishes 
have a tendency to be idle. When they are determinate what 
makes them wishes and what makes them idle is that the circum­
stances, if a?y, which they visualize are not the real circumstances 
and have ltttle likelihood of becoming the real circumstances. 
Thus the party of engineers may have conjured up severally in 
the. momen~ of their discomfort visions of long cool drinks in 
thetr favourite bars or drug-stores back home. The object of their 
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wish is indeed determinate, but it is entirely imaginary and un­
realizable. \Vishes, however, need not be entirely idle. They have 
a practical role in the genesis of multiple-step actions in which 
circumstances which are not real can be made real as the result of 
action. Nevertheless, where this is possible, it is because the wish 
is wholly determinate neither in itself nor in the circumstances to 
which it extends; for only thus can it be adapted to the real cir­
cumstances. 

Let us now turn to the sort of complexity found in multiple­
step actions. Here the agent exploits the instrumental dispositions 
of the circumstances in order to develop modified circumstances 
with more highly specialized instrumental dispositions in which 
he can act on later occasions. The construction of the sort of 
article for which it is conventional to reserve the terms 'instru­
ment', 'tool', 'utensil', etc., affords one type ofinstance, though 
not the only one, of such action. 

The following is admittedly a fictitious reconstruction of pre­
history. Let us suppose that the same palaeolithic agent made his 
flint tools with which he made his flint weapons with which h 
hunted. The action taken by this huntsman-cum-craftsma ~ 
armourer in shooting a deer, for instance, is a multiple-step action 
In contrast to our previous example, such an action owes its co ~ 
plexity to a loosely knit nexus of instrumental dispositions rela~ 
serially in degree of specialization. It is loosely knit because th 
exploitation of the antecedent instrumental dispositions does e 
· 1 · · bl 1 · · f h b d" not 1nvo ve mevtta e exp ottauon o t e su sequent tsposition . 
h Tl . . f h . . d s In t e nexus. 1e mtervenuon o t e agent ts requtre at each st 

Although each component disposition has to be exploited ~ge. 
fairly determinate way in order to become a member of just :h a 
nexus and no other, at each stage there is no compulsion tl ~t 
should be exploited in precisely that fairly determinate way lat lt 
from the agent's determination that it should become a rn' apbrt 
of just that nexus. ern er 

It is equally clear in the instance of multiple-step actio 
decisions to tolerate, sacrifice, and take in compensation ~s that 
upon insight into the complex of instrumental disposi~i epe_nd 
herent in the circumstances. The very project of slayin ons In­

cannot be formed by our primitive agent until it is appr~h a deer 
as vulnerable-to-skilled-use-of-manufactured-missile Pr· ended 

. tor to the 
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manufacture of such missiles and the acquisition of skill in their 
use the slaying of deer could only be regarded as the outcome of 
a lucky fluke and not as a practical project. Then, even after it can 
be entertained as an end, the agent has yet to consider whether it 
is worth all the labour of first making tools to make weapons and 
then of acquiring skill in the use of these weapons. Might it not 
be better to bask in the sun and, when the pangs of hunger 
became pressing, to collect roots, worms, and grubs? 

On the other hand we must not ignore the possibility that the 
instrumental processes have, or come to have, an intrinsic value 
for the agent. First, they may have the positive value peculiar to 
any exercise of a highly articulate and complex choice. Such 
choices give the agent a feeling of mastery over his environment. 
The more instruments at his disposal the greater the number of 
p~ssibilities from which he can pick his end. Then again, w_e 
m1ght reasonably expect our palaeolithic agent to derive from Ius 
composite activity as a whole the peculiar satisfaction which in 
modern times the butcher, the toxophilist, and the craftsman­
armourer can, if they have a sense of vocation, only experience in 
part. 

Living as we do in a technological age where superficially the 
prevailing motives are profit and, perhaps, leisure, we tend to 
1gnore the intrinsic value of instrumental choices. Instrumental 
processes consume time and labour. This is inimical both to profit 
and leisure. Cost of production is one of the limits to profit. Hence 
the profit motive must lead to the pruning of the instrumental 
process down to the minimum. By the profit and leisure criteria 
the instrumental process is worse than intrinsically worthless, 
and consequently is in need of extrinsic justification. Paradoxically, 
profit and leisure as objects of action can be attained in ideal form 
only when nothing has been done for their sake. Hence the incentive 
to technological advance and the cutting down of instrumental 
process to the minimum. We must regard the increasing variety 
of sports and hobbies as the compensating social phenomenon. 
To. a large extent they are the debris left in the wake of techno­
loglc~l advance. In them there persist in fossilized form the old 
t~c~mques which are no longer of instrumental value. Yachting, 
h~kmg, fenci~g, etc., were all at one time under less genteel names 
h1ghly pracucal and necessary occupations, but now have been 
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cut adrift from their former ends by the development of new 
techniques with the same purpose. The fact that they are still 
practised shows that they had an intrinsic value which perhaps 
has become clearly distinguishable from that of their ends only 
after they have become obsolete as techniques. 

I am not, of course, trying to obliterate the distinction between 
means and end altogether, but merely pointing out that it is justi­
fied in any one of four main situations. First, one part of an action 
may be of intrinsic positive value for the agent, and another part 
may be intrinsically inditTerent in value or, apart from its causal 
connection with the former, extrinsically indifferent. Second, one 
part of an action may be of intrinsic positive value for the agent 
and another part intrinsically bad or, apart from its causal connec­
tion with the former, extrinsically bad. Third, one part of an 
action may be of intrinsic positive value for the agent in such a 
way that in the circumstances the agent would accept no substitute 
for it, and another part may be likewise of intrinsic positive value, 
but in such a way that the agent would dispense with it, if it pre­
cluded the first part. In all three cases we distinguish the first part 
from the other part as an end from a means. Fourth, a general 
characteristic of an action may have intrinsic positive value for the 
agent and he may have no preference for one of its specific forms 
rather than another. In this case the distinction between ends and 
means coincides with the distinction between the general and 
the specific. Finally, we must not forget the situation in which the 
means-ends distinction is entirely inapplicable. Every part of the 
action may be of equal value to the agent. The complete activity 
can, of course, be described as an end provided we no longer use 
that word as strictly correlative to 'means'. Sporting activities 
perhaps approximate most closely to this type of action. \Ve must 
also notice that there are situations intermediate to these four 
main types. 

This classification of means-end relationships leans rather 
heavily on a notion which of course we cannot take for granted 

' ' ' viz. intrinsic value or desirablity. I have been using 'value' and 
'desirability', interchangeably and both in their psychological 
non-ethical sense, to indicate the disposition to arouse desire in 
the agent. On the other hand, I have distinguished between this 
notion and that of end in an equally psychological sense. My 
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point has been that an intrinsically valuable state w~ll he_ end~wed 
by the agent with the status of end in the sort of sttuauon_s hs~ed 
above, but that this can be done only in the course of const~enng_ 
the causal possibilities of the situation in which he finds l~1mselt 
with a view to finding whether they include situations of tlus sort. 
But where does this knowledge of intrinsic desirability come 
from? Must we suppose that the agent approaches every particular 
situation which calls for action, if not with a preformed list of 
ends, at least with some such list of general desires arranged in 
order of attractive power? Is the process of deliberation ab~ut 
causal possibilities simply a process of putting the attractive 
forces which happen to be applicable to the given situation into 
gear, as it were, so that their objects thereby become ends and 
motivate the agent? 

We must admit that it is natural and customary to talk in this 
way of desires spurring us to action, of conflicts of motives 
within us, and so on. And once we find ourselves talking in this way 
extensions to the mechanistic model become equally natural. \Ve 
have to explain, for instance, why the law of composition of forces 
seems not to apply to action. Why is the immobility of Buridan's 
ass comical rather than commonplace? Simply, we must infer, 
because built into the psychological mechanism tl1ere is a force 
known as 'will'. This force is designed for the purpose among 
others of preventing mutual frustration among conflicting desires 
by, where necessary, intervening on behalf of one, or alternatively 
for rescuing the maxim 'Ought implies can' by backing the sense 
of duty when it is threatened by stronger desires. 

There is not the slightest need, however, for this mechanistic 
apparatus. Desires like ends are just as articulate as the circum­
stances allow them to be. There is no preordained list. They 
become distinct only as soon as the possibility that they are 
cap~le ~f independent satisfaction becomes understood. Their 
relative mdependence from each other does not consist in some 
sort of isolation from other recurrent features in a man's environ­
ment, hut simply in the variability of the circumstances which 
accompany their objects on different occasions and are at the 
same ttme enhanced thereby . 
. The agent isn't confined in his deliberation just to a considera­

tion of the particular circumstances at hand. He may form inten-
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tions of the sort that can be realized not merely in the situation 
on one given occasion, but in a variety of situations on a variety 
of occasions. There will be, then, a variable and a constant ele­
ment in his intention which makes it capable of fulfilment in its 
variable aspect in a limited variety of ways, and in its constant 
aspect in one way only but on an indefinite number of occasions. 
This relative constancy and variability may be formed only in the 
course of reviewing past performances in the same limited variety 
of circumstances, but the actual dispensation between the two 
aspects can only occur as a matter of more or less deliberate 
policy. The possible number and organization of the constant 
elements is determined entirely by the limits to the variety of the 
different sorts of situation that are causally possible, and by the 
agent's insight into these. The supposed conflict of desires con­
sists simply of the agent's doubt over which of two conflicting 
dispensations between constant and variable elements to put afoot 
where both are applicable to his present situation. 

Perhaps this analysis can best be explained schematically. 
Supposing the agent decides to do an action AB, then this action 
can only be said to be motivated by the desire for A where the 
agent would on the same occasion have been prepared, had the 
circumstances permitted only AC, to perform AC. This willing­
ness indicates that there is a constant element in the agent's in­
tention consisting of A, and a variable element permitting both 
B and C as its values. In most cases, of course, the dispensation 
between the two elements within the intention is voluntary rather 
than itself fully intentional. In other words, the interchangeability 
of B and C as values for the variable is (a) not contrary to the 
agent's intention, and (b) the fact that it is not contrary to the 
agent's intention is an indispensable condition of their being inter­
changeable. 

A man may be equally willing to take tea or coffee depending on 
which is available on specific occasions. Before we can say that 
his motive is a desire to quench his thirst we have to be satisfied 
that he is willing in a fairly deliberate way to take anything so 
long as it is wet, not unpalatable, and perhaps fairly harmless. 
Otherwise all we are entitled to say is that on the occasion when 
he was offered tea he desired to drink tea, and on the occasion 
when offered coffee he desired to drink coffee. Where thirst is his 

I 
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motive, however, his indifference to the precise nature of the 
beverage need not be consciously explicit. It need only be true 
that, had he been offered tea instead of the coffee he actually was 
offered, his taking the tea would not have been cont~ar~ to any of 
his intentions, and that this fact would have been an md1spensable 
condition of his taking the tea. . 

The main point of this section has been the comparatively 
simple one that decisions are made in consideration of the instru­
mental potentialities of the circumstances. From the agent's stand­
point the circumstances are actually constitutive of what he is 
going to do. From the alien point of view the relation is slightly 
less direct, since what the agent's circumstances are and what he 
thinks they are need not entirely coincide. Accordingly, from the 
alien standpoint it is what the agent takes to be the circumstances 
that are constitutive of his decision. This relatively simple point 
has been complicated by the necessity to distinguish between 
means and ends. Questions of means and questions of ends are 
distinguishable. It is, however, a mistake to identify the practical 
question what to do as dealing primarily with decision about ends 
and to suppose that decision about means follows on thereafter. 
This is perhaps the result of confusing decisions made by commit­
tees with decisions made by agents. Committees quite frequently 
reach certain agreements about what directives are to be sent to 
their technical experts who deal with the question how these 
directiv~s are to be implemented. The directives, however, are 
usually 1ssued in the faith, frequently unjustified, that the technical 
e:cperts are competent to devise means of implementation. Rela­
tive then to the committee which issues the directives the technical 
experts are the factors whose limitations have to be taken into 
consider~tion in deciding what directives to give, and, in any 
case, quue frequently technical experts are asked to report back 
before a final directive is issued. 

In the course of elucidating the complications introduced by 
the means-end distinction we became involved with the mech­
anistic conception of decision as a sort of football-cum-referee of 
the_ desi~es. This muddle stems directly from supposing that 
dehberauon about means is only consequent upon deliberation 
a~o~t ~nds. Deliberation, on the contrary, is monolithic. The 
d1stmct10n of means from ends arises simply from the fact that in 
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specific situations which call for action most human beings are 
capable of visualizing alternative situations and of reaching deci­
sions which are meant to apply to all these situations when or if 
they arise. Understood in this way the distinction clarifies other 
aspects of action besides deliberation. I shall indicate briefly its 
relevance to two of these before passing on to other topics. 

In the first place the distinction is one of the more important 
sources of the subjective impression that time passes more or less 
quickly. Due to the variability of the circumstances in which the 
same intention can be realized, it can be realized more or less 
quickly. In this respect human action has properties analogous to 
the 'plasticity' displayed by the behaviour of certain organisms 
which we have considered in Chapter v. Both kinds of behaviour, 
then, can be brought under the category of temporally indefinite 
process. If we simply formed, and executed successfully, intentions 
with no means-end organization our lives would have the uniform 
pace of one damned thing after another. 

In the second place it is through the means-end organization 
of the agent's intentions that the alien can predict his future actions 
in a way that doesn't presuppose them completely determined by 
antecedent causal conditions. Through this organization the 
agent's intention becomes applicable to other situations besides 
his present one. It thus becomes possible for the alien, having 
observed in the past on various occasions the circumstances in 
which the agent has acted in various ways, to gauge which varia­
tions in circumstances yet to come will prove consistent with the 
variable element in which of the intentions manifested by the 
agent on these past occasions. It is in fact through this relation­
ship that we can form a truer conception of moral character than 
the dreary conformist conception of character as habit supplied 
by Aristotle. 

2 

We have next to consider whether this internal or constitutive 
relation of circumstances to action or things to persons is as unique 
as I may seem to be representing. One may argue that the poten­
tialities for the future of inanimate objects as well are constituted 
by other objects animate or inanimate that surround them. Hence 
their aboutness to do something is likewise constituted by these 
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objects. The potentialities of a hammer, for instance, are consti­
tuted by the potentialities of the nail, or, to revert to a former 
example, the potentialities of a stone are constituted by the poten­
tialities of a window-pane. To describe these relations it is con­
venient to distinguish between active and passive potentialities. 
Each ~espective kind requires the existence of the other. The 
potenu~ltty of the hammer to hammer in requires the existence of 
such thmgs as nails with the potentiality of being hammered in. 
The potentialities of the human body are determined in this way 
~well. !hose of the hand, for instance, are greatly increased by 
t t creauon of such instruments as hammers and nails. It is because 
0h these constitutive relations between the potentialities of objects 
t ~t several substances can become involved in the activity of one 
5 stance, or the process relative to which that substance is the 
~genht. For instance, it is in this way that the window is involved 
m t · · e activity of the stone breaking it. 

The analogy between the potentialities of objects or things as 
such and the potentialities of agents is of course illuminating, but 
must remain misleading so long as we fail t? detect a~ .esse~tial 
distinction. This distinction has been sufficiently fam1har smce 

d } A · · M 1 • 1019b 20-3c and can be note JY . nstotle m etapnystcs, , " . . 
"d . .d. 1 contrast between disposi-
1 entdied in contemporary 1 10m as t lC 1 h d and causal 

. . ) on t lC one an ' 
uons or tendencies (Rylean vanety ' · l"ties common to 

"b·l· . h Th s the potenua 1 poss1 1 1t1es, on the ot er. ~ . . to behave in certain 
agents and things consist .of dtspostuon~one consist merely of 
ways, whereas those pecuhar to ag~nts a there has been 
causal possibilities Simple though 1t may seem. f; ·1 to 
among contem or.ar hilosophers a fairly conststen~ ai ure 
make this d" . p . Y Tp h e of this has been their preoccu-. tsttncuon. e caus . 
patton with th d , , nd 'could have' wluch are common to h . e wor s can a . .1. . E . 

. t. e dtscussion both of dispositions and possibi Itles. ven m 
Crltl . . L 11 . I h ctztng this failure, however, it is possible to 1a mto e:ror ~s 

. ave done elsewhere.l The mistake I made was to class dtsposl-
tions ·b·1· · h I as generically distinct from causal poss1 1 tues, w ereas as 

shall show in a moment they are merely a subsRecies. . .. 
Causa~ gossibility is closely analogous to lo~1cal, r.o;,st?Ihty. 

T 0 say p, is possible' is equivalent to saymg P IS not 
necessarily false', and this equivalence holds whether the two 

1 'Causal Modalities and Alternative Action', Philosophical Quarterly, October I957· 
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modalities of possibility are logical or causal. Thus 'That there is 
life on 1\hrs is causally possible' is equivalent to 'That there is 
life on Mars is not by causal necessity false'. \Vhere we use words 
which express causal possibility we withhold our assent from an 
inference that something is false. 

Statements referring to dispositions ipso facto refer to possi­
bilities. Thus 'Grass can burn' or 'He can swim' mean 'It is not 
causally necessary that grass never burns' and 'It is not causally 
necessary that he never swims' respectively. In general, state­
ments about dispositions state that some rule is not a rule of causal 
necessity. The generality of such statements, of course, is usually 
contingent upon certain relatively permanent or standing condi­
~ions. For instance, o?e may.accept 'G.rass ~a.n burn' as true only 
m the dry season. Tins explams why dtsposawns can be acquired 
and lost. Again, from the chemist's point of view diamonds are 
soluble, whereas from the layman's they are insoluble. This is 
because the standing conditions which are standard for the for­
mer, i.e. his skill and laboratory materials, are not likewise 
standard for the latter. 

THINGS AND PERSONS 

It is clear from this analysis, then, that 'can', etc., refer to possi­
bilities even in disposition-statements. The difference between 
possibilities and dispositions lies in the difference between two sorts 
of reason which may be given against some sort of rule as a rule 
of necessity. One may think (a) that there are no applicable rules of 
causal necessity except the second-order rule to this effect or 
(h) that some contrary rule of causal necessity is applicable: In 
either case one must subscribe to the truth of some hypothetical 
statement of the form 'if ... then ... 'In case (a) one believes that 
if the situation is such-and-such then no rules of causal necessity 
are applicable to the occurrence of a given event. In case (b) one 
denies, for instance, that glass by rule of causal necessity never 
breaks on the strength of the contrary rule that if under certain 
standard conditions it is given a sharp knock then it will break. 
In either case, however, the reasons belong to the contextual 
implications of the use of 'can' and do not form part of t~e analysis. 

It is here that contemporary analyses of the use of can' have 
gone wrong. The mistake is a double one consisting, first in sup­
posing that (h) specifies the only sort of circumstances to which 
the use of 'can' and its appropriate variants are applicable, and 
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second in supposing that what (h) specifies is an analysis. Thus 
according to Ryle1 'To say that this lump of sugar is soluble is 
to say it would dissolve, if submerged anywhere, at any time and 
in any parcel of water'. In fact it doesn't say anything so specific, 
but simply that it is not causally necessary for sugar never t_o 
dissolve, on a basis such as that which R yle specifies in hts 
supposed analysis. Oddly enough Ryle himself seems to recognize 
this, for later2 he gives the same sort of analysis as the one I have 
just given. He writes: 

To say that something can be the case does not entail that it 
is the case, or, of course, that it is in suspense between being 
and not being the case, but only that there is no license to infer 
from something else, specified or unspecified, to its not being 
the case. 

This unexceptionable statement, however, doesn't deter him 
from supposing that 'can' and its appropriate variants are used 
solely for the purpose of referring to dispositions. 

The mistake has serious consequences when Ryle and those 
who follow him turn to the analysis of voluntary action. One 
criterion of voluntary action to which he pays particular attention3 

~s expressed in the form 'He could have helped doing it'. Ryle 
mterprets this as a disposition possessed by the agent, and since 
we say this sort of thing only about intelligent beings, he identifies 
the disposition with the particular sort which he calls 'a know­
how'. Thus he interprets the sentence as saying 'He knew how to 
help doing it'. From this he draws the rather revisionary conclu­
sion that only mistakes or errors are properly described as volun­
tary, since he thinks that it is only of erroneous conduct that one 
could sensibly ask whether the agent knew how to help doing it. 

I have dealt with the details of R yle' s argument more thoroughly 
elsewhere.4 It is enough here to have drawn the distinction 
between causal possibility and causal dispositions: for the full 
weight of Ryle's case depends upon supposing that such guaran­
tors of voluntary action as 'He could have helped doing it' refer 
univocally to dispositions. He is confirmed in this assumption 
simply by his failure to distinguish any other kind of 'could have'. 

~ The c_oncept of Mind, p. 123• 
Op. Cit., pp. 69ff. 

2 Op. cit., p. 12.7. 

'Op. cit. 
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Other writers have made the same mistake in a rather different 
way. Ryle's argument depends upon supposing, first, that where 
the auxiliaries 'can', etc., are used in discussing voluntary action 
they refer to know-hows or skills, and then that references to 
know-haws are analysable into hypotheticals. The others rush 
rather more precipitately into analysis into hypotheticals. 'I (he) 
can' is analysed1 into 'I (he) will, ifi (he) choose(s)' or into various 
variants of this which can be derived by substituting 'will', 
,. d' 'd "d ' 'd . ' ' ' ' ' . 1 f' h ' mten , ect e , estre , want , try , etc., m p ace o c oose . 
The mistake here is basically the same as Ryle's but deserves 
further attention because in some ways it is more misleading. 

The peril consists in the analysis being roughly correct but 
invariably misinterpreted. If in deliberating about what to do I 
find that I can do either of two things though not both, it seems 
reasonable to infer that I will do the one if I choose, and also the 
other if I choose. The inference seems to hold in the converse 
direction as well. But what right have we, in taking the modal 
and hypothetical statements as equivalent, to suppose that either 
refers to a disposition? What right have we, in other words, to 
suppose that the 'if' clause lays down a causal condition? 

In a slightly dissimilar context Austin writes:2 

The dictionary tells us that the word from which our if is 
descended expressed, or even meant, 'doubt' or 'hesitation' or 
'condition' or 'stipulation'. Of these 'condition' has been given 
a prodigious innings by grammarians, lexicographers, and 
philosophers alike: it is time for 'doubt' and 'hesitation' to be 
remembered. 

This is at least suggestive even though its accent of authority 
seems to carry no precise sense. Just how different or just how 
similar the four mentioned functions may be or in what circum­
stances one is exhibited rather than the rest remains a matter for 
interpretation. Austin believes that in the locution 'I can, if I 
choose' or 'I could have, if I had chosen' doubt or hesitation are 
prominent. When he turns to 'I shall, ifi choose' he thinks stipu-

1 Cf. G. E. Moore, Ethics, chap. VI; R. E. Hobart, 'Free \Viii as Involving Determinism 
and Inconceivable without it', Mind, January 1934; P. F. Nowell-Smith, Ethics, p. 278. 

• Jfs and Cans (British Academy lecture, 1956), p. 114. 
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lation is more in the forefront. He says1 'the point to notice is that 
"I shall" is not an assertion of fact but an expression of intention, 
verging towards the giving of an undertaking: and the "if", c?n­
sequently, is the if not of condition but of stipulation'. Pursumg 
this line he argues that 'I shall marry him, if I choose to' is rather 
like 'I intend to marry him ifi choose' which in turn is rather like 
'I promise to marry him if he will have me'. He concludes, there­
fore, that the if-clause belongs to the content of the undertaking 
and does not qualify the fact of the undertaking being given. 

As against this I have already argued in the previous chapter 
that expressions of intention are not, nor even verge towards, the 
giving of undertakings. They are not performative -at least not 
in any direct way. Quite apart from this, however, there is some­
thing very odd about interpreting the clause 'ifi choose' as similar 
in force mutatis mutandis to 'if he will have me' in his last example. 
Just what sort of stipulation could this be? If you give an under­
taking by saying 'I shall marry him', just what modification do 
you proceed to make in what you undertake by adding 'if I 
choose'? So far from modifying it, or making a stipulation in what 
you have undertaken, you seem in fact to be withdrawing all 
ap.p~~rance of having given an undertaking. A still more serious 
c~lttctsm of Austin's analysis is that it is too limited in scope, 
smce undertakings of this sort are made mainly in the first person. 
Now 'He will if he chooses' seems to me to be no more vacuous as 
a statem~nt. than 'I shall if I choose', and the if-clause seems to 
ha':e a stmtlar function: yet it seems to give no further under­
takmg than is ordinarily given by any hypothetical prediction. 
~~nsequently, whatever the significant difference between a con­
dutOn and a stipulation may be, it seems inapplicable to our 
present problem. 

The mistake to my mind does not lie so much in interpreting 
the if-clause as expressing a condition rather than a stipulation or 
doubt as in interpreting it as laying down a causal condition. 
Where one says 'I shall ifi choose' or 'He will if he chooses' nor­
mally one simply is saying that there is a choice before the agent. 
One may also be saying something slightly stronger, supposing 
the 'if' has also the force of 'only if', as it has in stipulations of a 
less special kind than Austin's: one may be saying that if the agent 

1 Op. cit., p. u6. 
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does the action in question it is done as a matter of choice. The 
point here, which the phrase 'there is a choice' emphasizes more 
successfully, is that the if-clause indicates the sort of happening 
which the action, if it occurs will be, viz. a voluntary happening. 
Instead of laying down a causal condition of a psychological sort 
it classifies the action ontologically as lacking complete causal 
determination. Perhaps after all, then, we could say that the if­
clause expresses something like doubt, viz. that the occurrence of 
the action is in question in the ontological sense supplied by the 
notion of causal indeterminacy. 

The if-clause may, of course, have certain rather more special­
ized though connected functions depending upon the context and 
in some cases upon the grammatical person. For instance, where 
somebody says 'I shall if I choose' he may be saying something 
like 'Leave it to me- it's my responsibility, not yours', and a 
similar analysis applies for the third person variant. Again, if he 
says in the third person 'He will if he chooses' he may wish to 
indicate that the agent has the opportunity to do the action, though 
possibly he may not realize this. Here it seems to me the if-clause 
does assume specifically a psychological significance. It indicates 
that there is a psychological condition to the agent's doing the 
action, viz. that he realizes that he has the opportunity to do it. If we 
are to follow out our preceding chapter in its findings on the alien 
point of view, even this condition must not be interpreted as causal. 

It seems that in the use of 'can' we have to recognize distinc­
tions in logical status which are the exact parallel of the distinc­
tions in the use of the predictive sentence-frame ' ... going to 
.... 'The use of 'can' indi~ates the presence of ait:rnativ~ ways of 
fillmg the latter half of thts frame in. But the prectse logtcal status 
of the frame even when semi-completed in this way depends upon 
whether the former half is filled in by 'I' to make an expression of 
purpose or by 'He' as in the alien's prediction of the agent's 
action. Hence the 'can' in 'I can' must to this extent have a 
different logical status from the 'can' in 'He can'. The difference 
lies in the emergence of intention in the alien point of view as a 
factor with which the alien must reckon in predicting the agent's 
action. From the agent's point of view nothing ~f thi~ sort stands 
between the circumstances of the action and hts bemg about to 
perform it. 
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antecedent causal condition of the truth of the mam clause, we 
induce a vici_ous circularity. Nobody chooses to perrorm a~ acti?n 
unless he thmks he can do it. 'He chooses to do X hence 1mphes 
'He thinks he can do X' and 'I choose to do X' seems to have the 
stronger implication 'I can do X'. If then we analyse 'He can' into 
'He will if he chooses', this analysans implies 'He will if he thinks 
he can' which implies 'He will if he thinks he will if he thinks he 
will if ... ' and so on ad infinitum. 

This seems to indicate that there is another way of qualifying 
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a prediction than by laying down a causal condition of its being 
fulfilled, viz. by indicating that there are no conditions of it 
rather than something else being fulfilled. The function of the 'if' 
in the proposed analysis is to indicate that the prediction is 
qualified, while that of the verb 'to choose' is to indicate in which 
way it is qualified. Either we accept this conclusion or it is forced 
upon us the hard way: for if we regard the if-clause as laying 
down a causal condition the infinite regress which results impresses 
on us that the condition can never be complete. 

\Ve have, indeed, mentioned earlier different variants to the 
analysis of 'can' into hypotheticals, derived by substituting 
'decide', or 'intend' or 'desire' or 'want' or 'try' in place of'choose' 
in the if-clause. Perhaps it might be thought that these escape the 
regress which affects 'choose'. Closer examination shows, how­
ever, that they don't, with the exception of the variant which 
employs 'try'. The particular variant 'He will if he intends' also 
implies 'He will if he thinks he can', because it is logically impos­
sible for anyone to intend to do what they think they are unable 
to do. Now this particular variant is implicit in all the rest, in so 
far as they supply an adequate analysis of 'can'. 'He will if he 
wants', for instance, only means the same as 'He can' provided the 
want is conceived as constituting an intention. If it is weaker than 
an intention it certainly does not follow from 'He can do X' that 
he will do X if he wants. In the case of'He will if he tries' one has 
to admit that trying certainly does not imply thinking that one 
can. Hence there is no infinite regress involved by this variant. But 
this is the sole variant I cannot accept as providing a basis for the 
use of 'can'. 'He will if he tries' certainly does not follow from 'He 
can', for the agent may not try in the correct way. 

For these reasons, then, one must not interpret the use of 'can' 
for the purpose of detailing alternatives which lie before the agent 
at the moment of action as indicative of dispositions in the sense 
commonly accepted among philosophers today. I may be accused 
however, of oversimplifying the uses of 'can' which are relevan~ 
to voluntary action. Even if it is true that 'can' is used to indicate 
possibility there may be more than the two reasons which I have 
given for saying that something is causally possible. 

For instance, I can take part in a certain conference for the 
reason that it takes place at the very time that I happen to be visiting 
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the town in which it is held. On the other hand, I cannot take 
part for the reason that I lack the necessary q~a~ifications, e.s;. an 
up-to-date membership card of some association. Or agam, I 
cannot take part for the reason that I lack the necessary know-how 
or professional competence to take part. Or agam, I cannot 
because I don't think that the conference is taking place. Con­
versely it may be the case that I can take part because one or more 
of the last three reasons is incorrect, but cannot take part because 
I am never in the correct place at the time of the conference, or 
because the conference hasn't been organized. In short, before one 
can say without qualification of somebody that he can take part 
in the conference, or avoid taking part, in the sense that he has a 
choice of doing either, one has to satisfy oneself that he has a 
number of different sorts of ability. These consist first of the 
opportunity, secondly the qualifications, thirdly the competence, 
and fourthly the knowledge of the opportunity. 

Among this plethora of 'cans', however, the degree of indepen­
dence is not as great as may at first sight appear. They can be 
accounted for in terms of the distinctions we have already made 
with slight though important rectifications. There is in fact only 
one sense in which 'can' has been used throughout and only two 
reasons for applying it in that sense, viz. (a) the non-existence of 
a causal law determining the occurrence rather than the non­
occurrence of an action, and (h) the existence of contrary laws to 
a proposed law that a certain action never happens. The relatively 
numerous ways in which, as we have discovered, 'can' is used in 
di~c~ssing an action is due first to these reasons being applicable 
wtthm a narrower or wider context, and second to their being 
applicable to a particular or to a general situation. 
. Certain objective conditions such as a conference being held 
m th~ town visited by the agent can be classed as opportunity only 
relative to certain abilities which pertain to the agent. One says 'I 
had the opportunity to take part in the Bell Ringers' Annual 
<:onference, if only I had been a member of the association at the 
time and had been able to ring bells'. Where it is indicated by the 
context either that one knows the agent to possess these abilities 
or th~t _for the moment one is indifferent to this question, it is 
per~msstble on learning that the agent is in the town during the 
penod of the conference to say 'He can take part in the conference 
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now'. \Vhere the context does not indicate this, one is only en­
titled to say 'He can take part in the conference now, provided 
that, etc. etc.' If the conditions which one here specifies are unful­
filled, it follows in the latter context and there alone that the agent 
cannot take part. The fact, then, that in the same objective situation 
one may sometimes say that he can and sometimes that he cannot 
take part in the conference, doesn't in itself indicate different uses 
or senses of the word 'can'. Here it is simply due to the reasons 
for presuming possibility being applied within a wider or 
narrower context. 

It is true again that when we use 'can' to indicate that the agent 
has a certain enablement such as a membership card, or that he 
has an ability consisting in a know-how or professional compe­
tence, we are using 'can' for a different reason from the one which 
led us to indicate opportunity. The agent possesses these abilities 
irrespective of whether he has the opportunity or not, even 
though he possesses the opportunity in the strictest application of 
the word only if he possesses these abilities. The abilities are in 
fact dispositions in a rather wider sense of that word than I have 
so far allowed. The agent possesses these abilities generally in 
virtue of the fact that it isn't necessarily the case that whatever the 
occasion may be he won't take part in the conference. This, of 
course, may be true of the agent even when it is said on occasions 
which don't yield the opportunity to manifest the ability. Not all 
abilities of this sort can be analysed on the Rylean model which 
has been commonly accepted. The agent's ability consisting in 
his having a membership card can indeed be analysed into hypo­
theticals of a causal kind. It can be said to consist of the fact that 
if he presents his membership card to the secretary of the con­
ference he will be granted permission to take part. The profes­
sional competence, however, does not permit this sort of analysis. 
Generally speaking, it will follow under no sort of causal condi­
tion that the agent will actually take part even if he has the 
opportunity. He may play a purely passive role and be indistin­
guishable from somebody with no competence at all. The most 
that one can say is that he will take part if he chooses. But as we 
have just seen, an if-clause of this sort does not indicate a causal 
condition. 

Consequently I must revise my analysis of the sense of 'can' 
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in its causal application. It indicates possibility, but we have to 
distinguish two main ways in which it does thi_s. In the first v:ay it 
indicates the possibility of something occurrmg on ~ parucul~r 
occasion which may not be possible on another occas10n. In tlus 
first application it indicates opportunity within a wider or 
narrower context. In the second way it indicates the possibility of 
something happening on occasions of_ a certai? sort without 
reference to any particular instance of th1s sort as m the first way. 
In this application it indicates a disposition, whereas in the first 
way it indicates, when used more strictly, that a disposition has 
application to a particular occasion or situation. 

Now it is primarily in this second way that we must recognize 
the distinction between the two reasons I gave originally for 
applying the word 'can'. One may say that an object or agent has 
a disposition to behave in a certain way for the reason that one is 
satisfied that if certain causal conditions are fulfilled under certain 
standard conditions then the behaviour will result. On the other 
hand, one may be unable to give any reason of this sort. One may 
simply believe that it is not necessarily the case that the thing in 
question won't behave in that way, on the ground that there is no 
causal law determining whether under certain standard conditions 
the thing will or will not behave in that way. This is the sort of 
reason which we have when indicating skills or competences or 
know-haws ranging from something so elementary as picking 
one's nose to something as complex as contributing usefully to a 
conference. 

One loose end to this discussion of 'cans' remains. I have 
reserved it to the present because it brings into play the distinction 
be~v:een standpoints once again. One condition of the agent's 
ab1hty to act in a particular way on a particular occasion consists, 
we saw, in his believing that the objective conditions which 
co~stitute an opportunity for the action are as they in fact are. 
Th1s condition like the agent's competence or know-how is a 
condition without which the objective conditions cannot be 
regarded as an opportunity in the fullest application. One says 'I 
~~d t~e opportunity to attend the conference if only I had known 
It .It 1s, however, only from the alien point of view that one has to 
take account of what the agent believes in this way. It cannot 
without circularity enter as a distinguishable factor into the agent's 
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point of view. To treat it as logically distinguishable for the agent 
is to suppose that I believe that in the fullest application of 'can' 
I can now do a specific action only if I find that I believe in the 
fullest application of 'can' that I can do the action now. If my 
belief includes itself as grounds in this way it must be circular, an 
obvious symptom of logical disease. The solution is to recognize 
the difference of status between 'can' with 'I' as subject and 'can' 
with 'He' as subject. \Ve have already given an analysis of this 
difference. 

The overall result of this section has been to show that the 
auxiliary 'can' and its associates are used to indicate possibilities 
with particular or general application. Where these possibilities 
are of the causal kind they may have two different sorts of basis, 
(a) the fact that no causal law is applicable relative to certain 
occurrences, and (h) the fact that the contrary to certain specific 
causal laws are applicable. Accordingly we must distinguish 
between two kinds of causal possibility. The kind which has a 
basis of type (a) seems to be peculiar to agents in the voluntary 
actions open to them on specific occasions, and in the sort of 
general ability, disposition, or know-how which only voluntary 
actions can manifest. This has been shown in part by our earlier 
analysis of intention as well as the present analysis of the use of 
'can' in this context. The other type of causal possibility has a 
basis of type (h) and is common to all sorts of things including 
persons in so far as all these things possess dispositions which are 
not capable of being manifested solely by voluntary action. 

My argument that causal possibility of the first type is peculiar 
to agents alone can become complete only in the next chapter. 
There is, however, one exception to this conclusion which we can 
note here. Even the Determinist can give application to the first 
kind of possibility, viz. where the evidence is not sufficiently 
specific to allow the application of any causal law. Thus he may 
permit the statement 'There may be life on Mars' simply on the 
grounds that there is no causal law relating to such unspecific 
conditions as there being life and being on Mars. However, it 
would perhaps be better to class the possibility here as epistemo­
logical rather than causal. 

We are now in a position to complete the answer given by 
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section r to the problem set at the beginning of this chapter. In 
showing how persons are related to things we detected an analo­
gous relation between things and things. But where does the 
analogy break down? Where does the relation between Prome­
theus and the fire differ from, say, the relation between the fire 
and the cauldron? Failure to distinguish between the two relations 
would be just another form of confusion between narrative and 
explanatory responsibility. 

It is now evident that potentialities which are dispositions in 
the Rylean sense alone must be clearly distinguished from 
potentialities which are hare causal possibilities with a basis of 
type (a). The latter are peculiar to agents alone whereas the 
f~rmer are common both to agents and to other things. Thus the 
Circumstances are constitutive of the dispositions of instruments, 
or objects which might conceivably become instruments, because 
they are the standing conditions under which given a certain 
ante~edent a certain consequence will result. On the other hand, 
the Circumstances are constitutive of the agent's potentialities, and 
what he is about to do, because they limit the scope of causal 
P?s~ibility or the courses between which he can choose by pro­
v~dmg or failing to provide opportunities for the manifestation of 
his competence to do various sorts of things. They distinguish the 
choice open today from the choice open yesterday. 

Correlative to the notion of potentiality there is the notion of 
substance, and consequently correlative to the two types of 
potentiality we must recognize two types of substance. An 
lmportant reason why we regard a stone as an object rather than 
a co?tinuum of events is that we wish to ascribe to it a possibility 
~r dtsposition in virtue of which it may behave in ways different 
. rom the ways in which it actually does behave. We may describe 
lt as dangerous even though it isn't actually knocking somebody's 
eye out: Obviously, then, the notion of substance has the function 
0 [ relatmg two or more events together as bearing the relation of 
a ternatives to each other. But why should we relate events in this 
w_ay? Why shouldn't we instead follow Heraclitus or Russell in 
Vl " 

ehng events as what in Chapter v I have called phenomena 
rat er than activities? 

If the world was a deterministic world and we were omniscient 
there Would be no point at all in grouping as alternatives to each 
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other events which would have happened had certain antecedent 
events been diflerent, together with events which actually do 
happen. Even were such a world logically possible there would be 
no causal possibility in it of antecedent events having been 
different from what they were except once again in the sense that 
had events antecedent to them been diflerent then different events 
would have followed, and so on. \Ve can simplify the argument 
by dividing any one causal chain or line within this deterministic 
world into two parts consisting of one event and all the others. 
\Vhether the others are antecedent or subsequent in time does not 
matter, since all events are ex flypothesi in one-one relation within 
the line. \Vithin this causal partnership, then, the counterfactual 
hypothesis of the event being different from what it is supposes 
something causally possible only in the sense that the event would 
be different on the counterfactual hypothesis that the others are 
different. But this latter counterfactual only supposes what is 
causally possible in the sense that these other events would be 
different on the former counterfactual hypothesis that the event 
is different. 

The only form of causal possibility applicable in these circum­
stances is, then, definable in terms of the if-then relationship and 
the notion of not being the case or counterfactuality. In this world 
the conception consisting of a group of events considered as 
alternatives must in consequence have application only through 
fantasy. The sole function which the notion of substance can 
serve is to indicate in what respects this world is like certain 
fantasy worlds, viz. in being governed by the same causal laws, 
and in what respects it is unlike others, viz. in not being governed 
by the same causal laws. 

In a deterministic world in which we are not omniscient, in 
which, say, we know all the laws of the system but don't in all 
cases know how to fill in the variables, the notion of substance 
would have an epistemological justification. There is here a 
possibility of an event being different from what it is in a sense 
which is not dependent upon counterfactuality. In this sense a 
number of events are equally possible where our knowledge of 
their causal correlates is not sufficiently precise for it to be possible 
to deduce which event from a certain limited group are 
determined thereby. In this situation, however, the notion of 

K 
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substance is no more than a convenience stemming from a human 
frailty. 

It is only in an indeterministic world constituted by causal 
possibilities of type (a) that the notion of substance has meta­
physical or ontological application. In this indeterministic world, 
provided it is not too indeterministic, the notion of substance has 
metaphysical application in two different ways. First, there is 
substance in the absolute or primary sense which consists in there 
being a number of occurrences which are alternatives in an 
equally absolute or primary sense. There is, in other words, no 
causal law which determines that in a specific situation one rather 
than another of the occurrences should occur. Second, there is 
substance in the relative or secondary sense. It consists in there 
being alternatives to an actual event once again in the sense that 
had the antecedent events been different the event would not have 
been actual. But now there is a genuine independent possibility 
that the antecedent events might have been different due to the 
presence of substance in the primary sense. Hence the meta­
physical application of substance in the secondary sense depends 
upon its application in the primary sense. 

In virtue of this relation substance in the secondary sense is 
constitutive of substance in the primary sense. Things and persons 
in what they have in common are constitutive of agents, not of 
course in a spatial sense of constitutive, but in the sense which I 
hope this chapter has elucidated. 



CHAPTER IX 

INDETERMINACY AND TIME ORDER 

IN preceding chapters narrative has been distinguished from 
explanatory 'responsibility, and to a certain extent the connec­

tion between the two has been worked out. Each type of responsi­
bility is associated with an entirely different form of prediction: 
for narrative responsibility pertains to voluntary action alone, 
voluntary action is necessarily associated more or less directly 
with intention, and the vehicle of intention consists of the 
uniquely personalized form of prediction to which the first person 
singular grammatical form is most appropriate. In Chapter VII 

we saw that this predictive form definitely implies indeterminacy 
in responsibility of the explanatory kind. It takes time, however, 
to assimilate conceptual demarcations of this sort. In particular it 
might still be thought that without a detailed explanation of how 
the agent proceeds from one action to the next, of how through 
his agency, choice, intention, etc., the future becomes determinate 
in one way rather than another, the main purpose of any account 
of action such as mine must remain unfulfilled. 

To expect such an account here is, of course, to kick against 
the confines of the demarcations which I have elicited. No 
explanation of this sort ought to be asked for. But how do we 
fortify ourselves against the insistent incoherence of such mixed­
metaphor feelings as that unless something pushes or pulls the 
future out of the womb of the past or present, time would remain 
in a state of permanent suspense like an incomplete stammer, or 
losing its forward thrust topple into some undifferentiated 
eternity? What we now need is a fuller analysis of temporal 
concepts. In what follows I shall show that temporal order and in 
particular the concepts of past, present, and future can be given 
meaning in terms of, or derived from the bare concept of in­
determinacy. Not only does my being about to do something 
imply indeterminacy, but conversely indeterminacy implies the 
sort of personalized 'being about to' which is mine. This runs 
counter to Broad's argument1 that Libertarian indeterminacy is 

1 See Determinism, Indeterminism, and Libertarianism (C.U.P.), reprinted in Ethics and 
the History of Philosophy. 
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most likely an indispensable condition, but very improbably a 
sufficient condition, of action or narrative responsibility. Thus we 
can dismiss our mixed-metaphor feelings as conceptual abortion 
rather than intuitive insight. This analysis at the same time con­
firms the conclusion of Chapter VII that the difference between 
expressions of purpose and other sorts of prediction doesn't 
consist in the latter alone being propositional, but that each refers 
to a state of affairs of radically different though related ontolo­
gical structure. 

I 

In Chapter 1 we considered ways in which it seemed that a 
temporally successive series of events could be necessarily con­
nected. But one assumption underlying our discussion was left 
unexamined. We assumed throughout that logically temporal 
order was quite independent of the necessary connections between 
events- that one event can succeed another irrespective of 
whether the connection is one-one, many-one, or one-many. To 
decide, for instance, whether the necessary connection between 
referent and relatum was one-many or many-one, we determined 
;-rh~ther the singular term preceded or succeeded the plur?l term 
m trme. But if the asymmetry of temporal order depends mstead 
upon the asymmetry of the relation of singularity to ,rl.ura~ity 
among the necessarily connected terms, then the drstmctron 
between one-many and many-one necessary connections is no 
~anger legitimate. It can only be sustained where the events are 
~ncompletely characterized as earlier we suggested that they are 
m, for instance, teleologic~} explanations of o~gan~c behaviour . 

. In the pr.e~ent chapter the assumption of logrcalmdepende~ce 
;'111 b~ exphcrtly rejected. We shall derive the temporal order wrth 
rts umq~e differentiation into past, present, and future directly 
from Lr_bertarian indeterminacy in a suitably revised sense of 
that notron. Accordingly the voluntary action which I am about 
to do ~ot only depend; for its voluntary nature on a certain 
causal mdependence from antecedents but at the same time 
acquir~s its character of aboutness or futurity from this same 
causalm~e~endence or indeterminacy. It follows further that this 
~h~ractenst~c of aboutness can require no type of explanation that 
rs mcompauble with Libertarian indeterminacy. 
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If we regard some sort of temporal order as more ultimate than 
the necessary connection between events, it is indeed possible to 
give accounts of the dating function1 of the present which are 
perfectly consistent with Determinism. Fault may be found with 
them on other grounds, but as accounts of the dating function 
peculiar to the present in what I have called prospective process 
they seem adequate. Their basic assumption is that events are in 
relations of before and after in a timeless sense of the verb 'are'. 
Temporal order is thus basically undated, but one can, it is 
supposed, account for the distinction between past and future in 
terms of the relationship of one particular series among concurrent 
series of events to the other series of events with which the former 
is concurrent. This privileged series according to one account2 is 
the series of my utterances written or spoken: according to 
another3 it is the series of my cognitive states. According to the 
first 'A was before B' means that A is (timeless copula) before B 
and that also A is (timeless copula) before this particular utterance 
of the sentence. According to the second, the sentence means that 
A is (timeless copula) before Band that also A is (timeless copula) 
before the cognitive state expressed by the utterance. Likewise, 
according to the first account, 'A will be before B' means that A 
is (timeless copula) before B and that A is (timeless copula) after 
the utterance. According to the second 'A will be before B' means 
that A is (timeless copula) before Band that A is (timeless copula) 
after the cognitive state expressed by the utterance. 

Both theories give what is apparently an adequate account of 
one temporal characteristic, viz. that the temporal order of events 
is directly or indirectly related by our more colloquial modes of 
speech to one moment of time which we call 'the present'. 
Furthermore, they appear to explain why this date though vari­
able is not determined by arbitrary selection. The fact that I 
describe the battle of Hastings in the past rather than the future 
tense for instance is not a matter of subjective choice. One event 
in the temporal series does not perform the dating function as 
well as any other. According to the one theory, what dates the 
serial relation between two events can only be the utterance of 

1 Cf. Chapter m. 
2 E.g. Reichenbach, Elements of Logic, chap. 7, section 51· Cf. L. Jonathan Cohen, 

'Tense Usage and Propositions' (Analysis, vol. II, no. 4 195 r) for a more refined version. 
3 E.g. A. J. Ayer, 'Statements about the Past', Ar. S~c. Proc., 1951-52 



CHOICE AND CHANCE 

some proposition about them. Once we make an utterance the 
dating event is determined by a logical necessity. According to 
the other theory, the dating event is the cognition of the tem­
porally ordered events and is likewise determined by logical 
necessity. 

It is not my intention here to enter into the deficiencies of these 
theories- they are indeed considerable- but simply to develop the 
alternative Libertarian account. This denies that all events that ever 
have occurred or ever will occur are (timeless copula) in any sort 
of temporal relation to each other. Or more accurately, it denies 
that the timeless copula has a legitimate use in this connection. 
Instead it provides through the indeterministic hypothesis a 
relation whereby one can derive a serial order which has essen­
tially the nature of serial order in general and then consider 
in greater detail what characterizes temporal order in particular. 

It is customary to regard any particular serial order of a set 
of terms as relative to some specific relation which holds between 
the terms, and acts as their ordering principle. I do not wish to 
depart. from this analysis so much as to qualify a certain inter­
pretation of it. 

Russell has written:l 

We must not look for the definition of order in the nature 
of the set of terms to be ordered, since the set of terms has many 
orde~s. The order lies not in the class of terms, but in the 
relatton among the members of the class, in respect of which 
some appear as earlier and some as later. The fact that a class 
may. have orders is due to the fact that there can be many 
relattons holding among the members of one single class. 

I~ t~is way he introduces the question raised in his next sentence, 
Vlz. What properties must a relation have in order to give rise to 
rn orde~?' and I propose to give his answer- with which I am 
argel~ m agreement- before returning to criticize the above 
quotat10n. 

The properties of an ordering relation are three. It must be 
~syn:metrical, transitive and connected. The relation father of, 
or mstance, possesses ;symmetry because if X is father of Y, 

Y cannot be father of X. On the other hand, it is not a transitive 
1 Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy, pp. 30-r. 
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relation, because, although Y may be in turn father of Z, X is not 
father but grandfather of Z. We have to go to the more generic 
relation of ancestor of to find an instance of transitivity. To define 
the property of being connected I reproduce Russell's definitions 
of three more elementary concepts, viz. that of the domain, 
converse domain, and field of a relation, respectively. The applic­
ability of these definitions appears, it is true, to be restricted to 
dyadic relations; but once this is appreciated, the modifications 
which would give these definitions greater universality are 
sufficiently obvious and for my present purpose can safely be 
ignored. 

The domain of a relation consists of those terms that have 
the relation to something or other, and the converse domain 
consists of all those terms to which something or other has 
the relation ... Tlze field of the relation consists of its domain 
and its converse domain together.1 

And this leads to the following definition of 'connected': 

A relation is connected when, given any two different terms 
of its field, the relation holds between the first and the second, 
or between the second and the first (not excluding the possi­
bility that both may happen, though both cannot happen if the 
relation is asymmetrical).2 

It will be observed that ancestor of, though both asymmetrical and 
transitive, is not connected, because it contains parents and 
siblings. 

From this analysis of serial order it is apparent that the same 
set of terms may belong to the field of a number of relations which 
may possess all three of the properties just specified. Consequently 
the same set of terms may possess a number of entirely different 
orders. Let us take, for instance, a number of flashes of coloured 
light, no two of which are the same in intensity, saturation, or 
duration. It is possible to serialize this set in accordance with any 
one of the three relations in.tenser than, more saturated than, longer 
than; and no one of the series thus derived need coincide with 
another. 

1 Op. cit., p. 32.. 2 Ibid. 
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Now does Russell's analysis of serial order apply to temporal 
order as well? Is, for instance, the temporal order of the set of 
flashes likewise dependent upon a relation? If so, upon ':'hat 
relation? And is this relation just one among a number of relatiOns 
such as those already specified: or is it in some sense more funda­
mental to the set than these? 

In the face of such questions as these we must reconsider our 
initial quotation from Russell- in particular the statement that 
'order lies not in the class of terms but in the relation among the 
members of the class'. If we accept the latter part of this statement 
(i.e. that order lies in a relation among the members of a class) 
as applicable to temporal order, must we accept the former half 
as well (that order lies not in the class of terms)? There seem 
strong reasons for not doing so. 

The temporal order of a set of events seems inseparable from 
that set taken as a set of particular actual individual events. I do 
not deny that the same set of events may have very different 
orders according to the relation that one selects. I merely aver 
that if the temporal order depends upon a relation, that relation 
and that relation alone, must be basic to the existence of the se~ 
or sets of things which actually happen. Here, I suppose, I am 
struggling towards one facet of the truism that temporal order is 
th~ order in which events come to be or occur/ although to link 
thts order with a relation is more than a truism. This relation, one 
must emphasize, should be basic to the existence of the members of 
~he. s~t as individuals, and not to the properties which these 
tndtvtduals possess • 

. The set of light flashes may serve to establish this point. It 
mtght conceivably have an exact replica in another set such that 
both .sets correspond exactly in the intensity, saturation, and 
duratton of their members. Now no matter how complete the 
correspondence between members of the two sets may be in these 
and any other characteristics, it remains perfectly possible for the 
temporal order of the members in one set to be quite different in 
that set from the temporal order of their exact. replicas in the 
other set. Again, we might take a set of events whtch were exactly 
similar in all their characteristics. If the temporal order depended 

1 C~. C: D. Broad's penetrating study of time i? Scientific Thought, pp. 65ff, and 
Examznatzon of McTaggart's Philosophy, p. 280 pass1m. 
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upon relations in respect of any of the characteristics which they 
can have in common with each other all the members of this set 
would accordingly be simultaneous with each other. But there 
seems to be no logical necessity for instances of any common 
characteristic or set of characteristics to be simultaneous. Another 
indication of the same fact is that when we are given that a number 
of events have occurred, we have to rely upon observation to 
determine the order in which they have occurred. \Ve can never 
derive the order solely from a complete knowledge of their 
characteristics, independently of inductively established causal 
laws. Accordingly, temporal order is basic to the existence of 
events as individually distinct from each other rather than as 
instances of certain characteristics. 

Russell's account of serial order requires modification in one 
part. But what about the second part of his statement? Is it true 
that like other orders temporal order lies in a relation between 
the terms that are temporally ordered? To some the difference 
between it and other orders may seem sufficiently great not to 
justify in the instance of the one what is justified in that of the 
others. They might consider that temporal order is unique or 
sui generis (to use a stock formula for philosophical deflation). 
Temporal order would be the ultimate relation between events 
and not derived from something more ultimate. The attraction of 
such a theory, however, is one of despair at finding a more 
fundamental relation. Two facts have to be explained: 

(a) the present has a dating function, and is not arbitrarily 
selected from other moments in time to fulfil this function· 

' (h) temporal order is basic to the existence of events as indivi-
dual things. 

If we find an explanation of these two facts, the attraction of the 
sui generis account will become less urgent. Without further delay 
I shall show how Libertarianism supplies the solution required. 

2 

The indeterminacy postulated by Libertarianism can no longer 
be regarded as in the first place a relation between events. In 
Chapter IV I fell short ?f showing that the one.-many or stage­
by-stage structure pecuhar to process was essenttally constitutive 
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of events, because I gave the relation terms which were them­
selves events. Now I shall show that terms exist as events, and as 
things occupying a temporal position, only through this relation. 
For this purpose a diagram of the following kind will prove useful. 
Each of the points here represents a thing which is not in the first 
place an event, but only an event when taken in the relationships 
represented by the lines. These lines do not represent anything 
in time which could be regarded as analogous to length in space 
(e.g. duration). Consequently, I cannot be accused of spatializing 
time except in the rather trivial sense in which any diagram spatia­
lizes what it represents. The diagram has been employed solely 
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for its s~noptic virtues; it can and will be in~erpreted in entirely 
n?n-spaual concepts. It is a rather more senous matter that the 
dl~gram_ represents a very special case of the type of interrelation­
shlp wh1ch I wish to examine. The tendency of the lines to diverge 
towards the right predominates, but nevertheless some of them 
do converge. The convergence could be avoided altogether in a 
less comp~ct diagram but only through sacrificing some of the 
present d~agram's synoptic virtues. I prefer, for the present 
c?apter, Slmply to ignore the convergent relation towards the 
nght and to examine 'the divergent relation alone. In the next 
chapter I shall correct the serious inaccuracies thus entailed. 

This one-many relationship, then, is such that, in terms of the 
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diagram, A entails and is entailed by the complete and exhaustive 
disjunction B1 or B2, B1 entails and is entailed by the complete and 
exhaustive disjunction C2 or C3, and so on. To say B1 or B2 is a 
complete and exhaustive disjunction is here taken to mean that B1 

and B2 are possible, that only B1 and B2 are possible and that in 
addition they are incompatible. Furthermore, the relation is taken 
as primarily between B1 and B2 rather than between propositions 
about their existence. The notions of necessity and possibility 
involved are not of the logical kind. I here take them as primitive 
notions which can acquire fuller definition from their conse­
quences alone. 

Now it will be observed that where we take A as having deter­
minate existence the complete and exhaustive disjunction B must 
have indeterminate existence - for indeterminate existence I take 
by definition to consist of equal possibilities and the incompatible 
elements of B are both equally possible. For similar reasons the 
triplet C and the quadruplet D must have an indeterminate 
existence as well. There must in fact be three different orders of 
indeterminate existence depending upon whether the group is the 
B, C, or D group. One can represent these relations differently by 
saying that where A has existence, any basic element of B has 
merely possibility of existence of the first order, any basic element 
of C has merely possibility of existence of the second order and 
any basic element of D has merely possibility of existence of the 
third order. Now let us turn to the significance of this pattern of 
relationships. 

It will be noticed that between the groups A, B, C, and D we 
have an asymmetrical, transitive, connected relation. The relations 
can be described as 'having members of a higher order of indeter­
minacy or mere possibility than'. Accordingly, we can arrange 
these groups in such an order that A comes first, B second, C third 
and D fourth. A further significant feature is that this order is 
basic to the existence of the individual members of these four 
groups. It is an order of possibility of existence with actual 
existence serving as a limit of this order. Accordingly, we have 
constructed a relation from which an order can be derived 
possessing at least one of the distinctive characteristics of temporal 
series, viz. that listed at the end of section 1 above as (h). 

Let us now turn to the characteristic (a), viz. to the dating 
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function of the present and the distinction between past and 
future. A similar distinction is also called for in the interrelated 
set which we have constructed. \Ve began by taking A as having 
actual determinate existence, and the mode of existence of all the 
other terms was determined by this postulate. But what happens 
if we take another postulate and confer actual determinate exis­
tence upon, say, B1 instead of A? When we do this the set of 
interrelated terms immediately becomes divisible into two sets. 
One set consists of the terms which are entailed by but do not 
entail B1 , and the other set consists of the terms which both entail 
and are entailed by B1• Thus A is entailed by but does not entail 
B1 • Accordingly, if we postulate that B1 has determinate actual 
existence, we must likewise suppose that A has determinate 
existence. Again, the disjunction C1 or C2 and the disjunction of 
D1 or D 2 and D 2 or D3 both entail and are entailed by Bl. 
Accordingly, relative to Bleach of the individual elements of these 
disjun.ctions has in varying orders only possibility of existence. 

Thts distinction between two distinct sets, with B1 as their 
common origin, one of actual determinate existents and the other 
of possibilities, seems to correspond closely with the familiar 
distinction. between past and future. In other respects the corres­
P?n.den~e IS equally close. For instance, we noted earlier that the 
~hsuncuon b~tween past and future is not an arbitrary one depend­
mg upon whtm. Now it may be objected that we constructed two 
s~~ from o~r set of interrelated terms simply by postulating in an 
e t rely arbt,trary manner that B1 had actual determinate existence. 
But mtghtn t we have postulated with as much justification that 
any of the other terms within the same sets had actual determinate 
existence? The answer is 'no'. It is by a logical necessity that we 
must refer the relations between the serially ordered sets of terms 
to one of the· b A tr num er and no other. 

1 ny ~et which comprehends determinate and disjunctive terms 
re ~te? tn the way outlined is both self-determining and self­
?r lerdt':g. It possesses both these functions primarily through 
me u tng 0 k · h · . ne ey term This key term determmes t e prectse 
constltution b h · . b f 
d. · . ot of the determmate subset and of the su set o 

lSJUnctiOns h" h · h 
h . w tc the set comprehends. Relauve to t e com-

pre ensiVe set h h" h · · 1 d · · h I"b 1 . . every ot er term w tc It me u es ts ett er too 
1 era or tlhberal in what it permits to joint-membership. The 
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key term accounts for the joint-membership of all, but only 
through their being related to each other in certain specific ways. 
For this reason, then, the set which it originates is both self­
determining and self-ordering. 

Thus B1 rules out the following terms as possibilities of any 
order of existence, viz. C3 and D 4• If in contrast we were to 
postulate C1 as having actual determinate existence we would in 
addition rule out D 3 as having possibility of existence of any 
order. In other words the point at which the set of determinate 
existents divides from the set of indeterminate existents or the 
set of possibilities depends upon the precise membership of these 
sets. No other term in either of these sets could serve as the point 
of division without broadening or narrowing the membership of 
these sets. Therefore, within any set of terms it is not an arbitrary 
matter which term functions as the point of division between the 
two subsets. 

Here lies the parallel between the series we have constructed 
and fact (a) about time. At any moment after 1815 it is (i.e. was 
or will be) true to say 'The battle of Hastings was before the 
battle of\Vaterloo', but before 1066 it could only have been true 
to say 'The battle of Hastings will be before the battle of Water­
loo'. In short there is no absolute serial relation of any date or 
dated event to other dates or dated events in the temporal series. 
It is always relative to some other. In the same way there is no 
absolute order for any pair of terms in our set of disjunctive 
relationships, since whether they both belong to one set is relative 
to some other term. For this reason the terms exist as possibilities 
or actualities in the timeless sense of 'exist', only relative to the 
absolute origin A. Relative to other origins their existence as 
actualities or possibilities is not timeless. The distinctions made 
by the various past and future tenses in both the indicative and 
subjunctive moods become necessary. 

If, then, the Libertarian hypothesis is correct, we may conclude 
that a temporally inflected language is something more than a 
convenient but dispensable linguistic device, as some have 
represented it. Likewise it is something more than a mode of 
description dictated by a purely contingent ignorance about the 
part of time we call 'the future', as others have believed. On the 
Libertarian theory the primary necessity for a temporally inflected 
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language is neither linguistic nor epistemological, but ontological. 
I have still to show, however, that temporal inflections have on 

the Libertarian hypothesis to be used in the manner peculiar to the 
standpoint of the agent as demonstrated in Chapter VII. From 
the agent's standpoint his immediate future is as determinate as 
his past, for it is in a prediction of the form 'I am going to · · · ' 
that he expresses his purpose. In Chapter VII we showed how the 
agent's standpoint entailed Libertarian Indeterminism. If we no~ 
can show that Libertarian Indeterminism entails the agent s 
outlook on the immediate future, we will have demonstrated not 
merely the consistency of Libertarian Indeterminism with the 
responsibility created by choice, but its identity as well. It is 
usual for Libertarians to claim that indeterminacy is an indispens­
able condition of choice, but more unusual to contend explicitly 
as I do that it is a sufficient condition as well. 

If the relationship between A, B1 and the disjunction C1 or 
C2 provides a parallel for the relationship between past, present, 
~nd future from the agent's point of view, which of these terms 
~s the event which the agent must predict in order to express his 
lntention? Obviously it is Bl, the origin of this subsystem­
because B1 is the last member of the set of determinate existents 
~n the subsystem before it joins the set of disjunctions. Accord­
tn~ly, all the set of determinate terms originated by B1 (i.e. in 
~hts instance A alone) must, with the exception of B1 itself, be 
Interpreted as belonging to the past, and B1 must be included in 
th~ ~uture along with the disjunctions or determinables which it 
ongmates. 

But we have assumed here that the relationship between A, Bt, 
an~ the disjunction Cl or C2 is compatible with the agent's stand­
potnt towards the future whereas this is what has now to be 
pr?':ed. It is obvious to b~gin with that no term in its capacity as 
ongm of a subsystem can be identified with the present. As we 
~aw, the present is not an event but a date when some events are 
tn the past and others in the future. If the present pertains to any 
~veht at all i~ can only do so, albeit indirectly, to the sum of events 
In t ~two dtfferent sets originating from the origin: i.e. the present 
~onst~ts of the pastness of one particular set of events and the 
. ~tur~ty of yet another. One might, of course, be tempted to 
1 enttfy the origin with the so-called 'specious present': but that 
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is a psychological or epistemological category, and not an 
ontological one. \Ve are here concerned with what the origin is, 
and not with how it is known. One can without any logical 
absurdity identify, as I would, the specious present with the latest 
part of the past. 

The only feasible question is whether the origin is the im­
mediate past and not the immediate future. At first sight it might 
seem more natural to group the origin with the rest of the 
determinate existents which it originates, and exclude it from the 
group of less determinate existents (disjunctions) or determinate 
possibilities (disjuncts). In that case the origin would belong to 
the past, for the past is determinate. But on closer scrutiny there 
are better reasons for the reverse procedure. Each origin implies 
but is not implied by the set of determinate existents which it 
originates, e.g. B1 implies but is not implied by A and C1 implies 
but is not implied by B1 and A. On the other hand, each origin 
both implies and is implied by the set of disjunctions which it 
originates, e.g. B1 with respect to the disjunction C1 or C2, or C1 

with respect to the disjunction D 1 or D 2• Now, this is just the 
relation which from the agent's point of view holds between his 
most immediate and his less immediate future. \Vhat I am about 
to do entails the possibilities of action that lie before me in the 
future and likewise the possibility of these actions entails that I 
am about to do now what I am about to do. At the same time 
from the agent's point of view what I am about to do entails my 
past in so far as the circumstances of action (cf. Chapter vm) are 
indispensable to my action. Furthermore, from the same stand­
point, what I am about to do is not entailed by my past. Accord­
ingly, we must interpret the set of equivalent terms including the 
origin as the future, and the set of determinate terms apart from 
the origin as the past. The origin, though determinate, is the 
immediate future and not the immediate past. 

Libertarian Indeterminism, then, is a sufficient condition of 
responsibility for voluntary action, and not merely an indispens­
able one. It entails the kind of futurity which from the agent's 
point of view is peculiar to himself. From the agent's point of 
view his future is not merely incompletely conditioned by the 
past, but the fact of its being only incompletely conditioned by 
ot~er events is what gives it its futurity. At first sight then an 
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important question may still seem to be left unexplained. Ho:w is 
it that I am about to do one thing rather than the other dungs 
which I could equally well do? Or, alternatively, if B1 implies and 
is implied by the disjunction C1 or C2, why should I say that C1 

rather than C2 (or vice versa) is the future? If the futurity of events 
consists of their indeterminacy this question could have no 
answer, or so it might seem. It can, however, be answered up to a 
point. The fact that I am about to adopt one of the particular 
courses open to me rather than the others is certainly not deter­
mined by my past. It is determined by my remoter future- by 
the fact that the course I shall adopt determines and is determined 
b~ a further range of possibilities. B1 for instance is not dete~­
mmed by A because A determines the disjunction B1 or B2• It 1s 
on the contrary determined by the disjunction C1 or C2• My going 
to catch the 9· 30 a.m. rather than my doing something else is 
determined by the possibilities of action open to me when I reach 
my destination. The determinate character of the immediate 
future is determined by the particular range of possibilities of the 
more remote future and that in turn is determined by the still 
remoter future. If there were no remoter future consisting of a 
certain set of possibilities and excluding others, then I could have 
no determinate future. In fact the entire distinction between past 
and future would lapse. 

Certain further implications of my argument remain to be 
exa~ined. It may seem that to each agent there must correspond 
an Indeterministic system of relations similar to the one I have 
c?nstructed. Therefore I may seem faced with the unpleasant 
dtl~mma of maintaining, either that there is only one agent in the 
umverse since there is only one process of time, or that there are 
several processes of time since there are more agents than one. 
Even if one interprets Einstein's theory of relativity as entailing 
t~at t~ere are many different systems of time, we have not escaped 
\ e dtlemma, since many of our acquaintances seem to belong to 
t e same time system as ourselves. 

~nother difficulty is that other things besides my voluntary 
~cttons occur in the future. I can predict that I am going to sneeze 
~nvo~untarily, or that there will be an eclipse of the sun at a 
ertam date in the remote future. 

Both these difficulties, however, are the result of forgetting 
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th~t from ~1is standpoint the agent's position in the universe is 
U~Ique. It IS n?t strictly parallel to the position of other agents. 
His future actions are not just one series out of a number of 
concurrent series of future events. If voluntary, they are done in 
consideration of the situation or the possibilities for the future 
which the situation permits. In deciding to catch the 9.30 a.m. 
the agent decides and acts in consideration of what he takes to 
be the facts about the future behaviour of trains, taxis, booking 
clerks, etc. etc. The future of everything else, objects and other 
agents, is, in other words, constitutive of the future of the agent 
from his private standpoint: nothing else is externally related to 
him. It is through this internal relation to him, accordingly, that 
events other than his actions have, from the standpoint of the 
agent, a temporal position in the past or future. Even where 
predictions are made on sufficient inductive grounds with no 
apparent reference to the agent, the grounds are insufficient for 
determining whether the inferred event takes place in the past or 
future, or even in some cases whether it takes place before or 
after the data. To determine the temporal reference of the grounds 
reference must be made to the agent. All this has been shown in 
greater detail in Chapters vn and vm. 

One important qualification to the preceding account remains 
to be made. As applied to the interpretation of human agency in 
the form it actually takes, this analysis presents a misleadingly 
simplified picture. It may suggest that the possibilities which 
constitute both the near and the remote future of any agent lie 
open before him in an obvious way. It may seem to suggest that 
even if at any moment he does not know what he will do in the 
remoter future, he at least can know what will be possible for 
him to do. Apart, however, from situations which are entirely 
familiar to us, we are in actual fact always acquiring new know­
ledge about ourselves and the world in which we live. Conse­
quently, we have a continually changing idea ofw~at respectively 
our past or future possibilities actually were or ~I_ll. ~e. ~~rther­
more, this change in our conception of our possibilities IS Itself a 
contributing condition of their being possibiliti_es .. Th~se facts do 
not, however, affect the basic validity of the prmciple m terms of 
which we have interpreted human agency. 

There is, then, nothing left to explain if one can establish that 
L 
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the future is incompletely determined by the past. It is precisely 
when one of two things is partially determined by the other in 
the way described above that it becomes possible to say of both 
that they are events and that the former will occur later than the 
other if the latter will occur. Such explanation as the occurrence 
of this rather than that partially determined event requires is 
entirely supplied by the possibilities and impossibilities for the 
remoter future to which it leads. The unresolved but specific 
possibilities of the remoter future both explain and are explained 
by the determinate form which the immediate future will take. 
There is nothing paradoxical about this conclusion, since it does 
!ust_ice to the essential lack of complete inductive warrant already 
tndtcated in Chapters vr and VII as peculiar to predictions in 
which the agent expresses purpose. We must never forget that 
for the agent the future includes what he is about to do as well as 
the ~uture of his environment and that, further, the potentialities 
of hts environment are constitutive of what he is about to do 
(Chapter vm). 



CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

THE purpose throughout the preceding chapters has been to 
present a coherent form of Libertarian doctrine. So far I have 

dwelt mainly on questions of internal consistency. In concluding, 
however, I wish to consider, first the general adequacy of my 
account as an account of all the relevant facts, second the general 
significance for philosophy of the topic, and third the general 
nature and appropriateness of the methods I have employed. For 
convenience I start from the assumption that I have done what I 
set out to do. I have resolved the alleged paradox in Libertarian 
Indeterminism by an analysis of various concepts associated with 
the words 'responsibility', 'chance', 'accident', etc. The paradox 
depends upon the failure to see that in its formulation similar 
words have been used to express two different concepts which I 
have labelled 'explanatory responsibility' and 'narrative respon­
sibility'. Further, I have shown that responsibility of the narrative 
kind for doing one thing rather than another must and can only 
exist where a full (as distinct from a limited) responsibility of the 
explanatory kind for doing one thing rather than another is 
absent. 

I 

Apart from questions of internal consistency, facts may seem 
to present Libertarians with difficulties in at least two important 
ways. These two I shall now consider. 

(a) First: Libertarianism may seem to rule out the possibility 
of making definite and reliable predictions. Now we do predict 
with considerable accuracy and success. Indeed, the intelligent 
and voluntary behaviour of human beings is predictable as well as 
the behaviour of inanimate things. It won't do, of course, just to 
distinguish between the behaviour of purely physical objects, on 
the one hand, and the voluntary behaviour of persons, on the 
other, in order to confer indeterminacy upon the latter but with­
hold it from the former. Human agents, whatever else they are, 

ISS 
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are physical objects, and their behaviour is causally c~nnect~d 
with the behaviour of physical objects. Any indetermmacy m 
their behaviour must accordingly be communicated to the 
behaviour of the physical objects. 

However, we must not forget that the indeterminacy required 
by Libertarianism is definitely a restricted indeterminacy. It can­
not entail the complete unpredictability of physical events. The 
accuracy with which we can predict an eclipse of the sun, for 
instance, is not incompatible with indeterminacy in human 
behaviour. Even if we grant that every component of our solar 
system, or even the universe, is causally related to the behaviour 
of each human agent, none of our actions are, at the present stage 
of technology, likely to affect the behaviour of the sun to an 
extent that would make our prediction inaccurate. Of course, the 
possibility of turning the earth into an incandescent mass by 
m~ans of nuclear fission or fusion is by this time imaginable. In 
thts way the earth's relation to the sun might be altered and our 
former predictions about solar eclipses invalidated by human 
agency. However, the extent of human impotence in altering the 
course .of nature remains considerable and widely recognized. 

~t mtght be objected that one can predict the behaviour of the 
ultimate constituents of matter with an extremely high degree of 
~ccurac~. Accordingly, since human beings are physical objects, 
I~ ~ust m principle be possible to predict their behaviour with a 
~In:llar de9ree of accuracy, even though as a matter of ~act it may 
.e lmposstble to compile the necessary data about ultimate par­

ticles. The high degree of accuracy possessed by such predictions 
chuld ~ot possibly permit any indeterminacy in the occurrence of 
t e actions between which the agent chooses. The range of in­
~ccur~cy .would be imperceptible to human sense-organs unaided 
. Y Scientific instruments, and normally we don't require scientific 
mh~rhments to inform ourselves of the range of actions between 
w 0 we. must choose. 
f 1 ne might reply that it is just in the realm of sub-atomic par-
Ic ~~ t~at the principle of indeterminacy has its most striking 

app Ications. It is impossible, for instance, to determine the 
momentum and the position of electrons with equal degrees of 
acc~~cy. Accuracy in the measurement of any one of these 
vana les involves a comparative inaccuracy in the measurement 
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of the other. It is, accordingly, perfectly consistent with the find­
ings of science to hold that there is a restricted indeterminacy in 
the universe.1 But in different ways this restriction may seem both 
too great and too small. Too great, because if there is restricted 
indeterminacy in the behaviour of the ultimate constituents of all 
physical matter, then everything in the physical universe is an 
agent, according to the thesis of the previous chapters. Too small, 
because the indeterminacy which the Libertarian wishes to attri­
bute to the human agent is much less restricted. Depending upon 
whether one decides to catch a plane one may on a given day find 
oneself in places as physically separate as, say, Edinburgh or 
Singapore. How can the equal possibility of two such widely 
different courses be explained in terms of the minute indeter­
minacies exhibited by electrons and their aggregates? Neither 
difficulty to my mind is insuperable. 

To make a hard and fast distinction between things which are 
merely physical and things which are people who act voluntarily 
may seem difficult if we try and reconcile indeterminacy in the 
sub-atomic world with the thesis of the previous chapters. If 
restricted indeterminacy is a sufficient condition of agency, and 
also is exhibited by the ultimate constituents of physical matter, 
then everything must be capable of voluntary action. But even so, 
I see no reason why we should insist on such a hard and fast 
distinction. May there not be degrees of agency depending upon 
degrees of indeterminacy? After all we do recognize such grada­
tions when we compare the actions of human agents with the 
actions of lower forms of life. Furthermore, we experience diffi­
culty in distinguishing animal from vegetable, and even animate 
from inanimate. Human beings may owe their principal difference 
from other things just to the comparative wideness of the range 
of actions open to them. We might suppose that the function of 
the human nervous system is to superimpose, one upon the other, 
the indeterminacies in behaviour of some of the constituents of 
our bodies - to trigger off larger indeterminacies by means of the 
smaller ones. This is, presumably, a hypothesis capable, when 
more fully elaborated, of empirical confirmation. 

CONCLUSION 

1 For the logical inevitability of some indeterminacy of prediction in any system of 
mechanics, classical or quantum cf. K. Popper, 'Indeterminism in Quantum Physics', 
The British journal for the Philo~ophy of Science, vol. I, nos. 2. and J, 19~0. 
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I am not at all sure, however, that the indeterminacies exhibited 
by electrons really require that I should speculate about whether 
electrons, or the objects they constitute, must be agents of ~ssen­
tially the same kind as human beings. The indeterminacy m the 
observed behaviour of sub-atomic particles seems, in many cases 
at least, to be due to the fact that the observer must act upon them 
in order to observe them. His measuring instruments alter the 
behaviour of the thing measured. Consequently, this kind of 
indeterminacy is consistent with quite a different sort of hypo­
thesis_ about the human nervous system. The behaviour of ~he 
constituents of matter on this hypothesis is not normally m-
d ' ' I . eterministic. But in the human nervous system, and per 1aps m 
others_, special conditions exist which produce indeterminacr of 
behaviOur. T~is indeterminacy may affect the observed behav1?u~ 
of the matenal particles which exhibit the 'complementarity 
pheno~ena described by Bohr ,1 although their actual behaviour 
Is ~ot Indeterministic. It is not, however, my intention here to 
arbitrate between the available hypotheses nor even to formulate 
them exhaustively. ' 

~e~ore leaving the question of consistency between Li~er­
tanamsm and physical science I would like however to consider 
ve b · fl h ' ' · ry ne Y t e possible relevance of entropy. The universe as It 
ages shows an increasing randomness disorganization of energy, 
or ent o A · ' · · r PY· .. ccordmgly, the stage of entropy serves as a criteriOn 
for d~termmmg the temporal position relative to each other of 
n;o different phases of the same physical set-up. Entropy is a sort 
0 temporal signpost. Now I have no clear understanding of the 
cfncept of energy as used by physicists and consequently no 
he ear understanding of the concept of disorganized energy. If, 

owever by 'a · f • h • · sei'n h ' n mcrease o randomness t ey mean an mcrea 
t e number of dispositions of the universe that are possible at any 
one ~?~ent and a decrease in the probability of any one of these 
t~~slbihties' the relevance of entropy to my argument must ~e 
. u Y app~rent. 2 In the previous chapter I have maintained that this 
~ncrease 10• t?e number of possibilities is not merely a criterion 
or determmmg serial order in time but the relation from which 

1 Albert Einstein· P 11'l •~ S • · 'b f · · Ph'! pl1ers ed Schilp). · n osopner- ctenttst, p. 22.3 (L1 rary o L1vmg 1 oso , • 
2 Cf. Eddington, T'he Nature of the P'hysical World, chap. IV. 
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the temporal series is derivative. Consequently, subject to the 
qualifications I have made, the presence of entropy provides 
empirical confirmation for my argument.1 It does not establish it, 
of course, because a logical analysis cannot be established by 
empirical means. 

This only completes one phase, however, in our reply to the 
question whether Libertarianism is consistent with prediction. 
Objections are often based not upon the predictability of physical 
occurrences in general but of human behaviour in particular. We 
make quite a habit of predicting the behaviour of social groups 
and the voluntary actions of individuals. 

Predictions about social groups, indeed, are often based upon 
our knowledge of the social organization of a society, and those 
about individuals upon our knowledge of their character. These 
predictions, however, are seldom specific to the last degree. I 
don't predict exactly how many students will come to my lecture 
tomorrow, nor who they will be, but only that the majority will 
turn up, because there are no holidays, nor epidemics, etc., and 
because I know several things about them, such as their anxiety 
to pass examinations or their willingness to be bored. Provided 
the indeterminacy of behaviour in a number of individuals is 
restricted, it will always be possible to make reliable predictions · 
about the groups they comprise. In much the same way we make 

1 In his Philosophie der Raum-Zeit-Lehre (recently translated as The Philosophy of 
Space and Time) and in his posthumously published The Direction of Time Hans Reichen­
bach has interpreted entropy in terms of the frequency instead of the disjunctive account 
of probability. By means of this interpretation he has given an alternative analysis of the 
serial order of time. It is, however, much less economical than the analysis I give above. 
In order to derive serial temporal order from probability relations his frequency inter­
pretation of probability compels him to distinguish the order of between-ness among 
events as more basic than their serial temporal order, and to derive the order of between­
ness from the one-one connections between events postulated by the laws of classical 
mechanics. Secondly, he has to account quite separately for the distinction between past, 
present, and future, as expressed by the temporal inflections of verbs (cf. above Chapter 
1x). The disjunctive analysis, on the other hand, accounts for temporal between-ness, 
serial order, and the temporal inflections of verbs all in one. 

Apart from being uneconomical his analysis is prima facie circular. 
(a) If the non-statistical laws of classical mechanics are less basic than statistical laws 

how can the order of temporal between-ness which depends upon the former be funda­
mental to the frequency interpretation of statistical laws? 

(6) The only sense in which an event B can be regarded as temporally between A and 
C requires the fulfilment of three conditions. (i) B is simultaneous neither with A nor C; 
(ii) if it is before C then it is after A; and (iii) if it is after C then it is before A. 

Accordingly even though it may be left indeterminate whether B is before or after C, 
the serial temporal relations of 6efore and after are basic to the relation of temporal between­
ness and not derivable from it. 
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r~liable predictions about gases when we regard them as collec­
tions of individual molecules. \Ve do not know how each indivi­
dual molecule will behave but we know they will observe the 
limits which are formulated in the laws of mechanics. Such know­
ledge is su.~cient for the purpose of predicting with a high degree 
of probabtlrty the behaviour of the collection of molecules as a 
whole. The analogy between gases and social groups is not, of 
course,_ complete even in relevant respects. Other factors which 
determme the latter will come into evidence when we turn to 
predictions about individual persons . 
. Many of our predictions about an individual's behaviour are 
~mply based upon our knowledge of his intentions. This may be 

enved either from observation of his actions or simply from his 
shtatements of intention. Now no Libertarian would wish to deny 
t at an age ' · . · . h nt s mtenuons condition his actions tn some way, nor 
Is t e:e an~ reason why he should deny it. Of course, if he does 
treat mtentrons as causal conditions of actions, the Libertarian 
must suppo h . d . d 1 int . se t at m eterminacy in agency IS antece ent to t 1e 
tio entro_n. But there are alternative accounts of this sort of condi-

n as tn Chapter vn. 
Often how · d' · d' "d 1 beha . ' ever, It must be admitted we pre ret m IVI ua 

VIOUr SO . b ' 1 b by th metrme efore any specific intention 1as een formed 
concee :~~n:. We rely upon our knowledge of his character. The 
of its~ . h~racter, however, is somewhat amorphous. In some 
habit. 1f~~c:trons it seems very similar to t~at ~f psych~log~ca1 
of way ffi ~spond to a certain kind of situauon tn a certam ktnd 
to cont~u Ciently often we will create a psychological tendency 
L. mue respo d" · · ·1 · · Th Iberta · h n mg m that way in srmt ar sttuauons. e 

n~ . 
of such t' d ov.:ever, has no need to deny the exrstence 
postulates en .ehies. The limits of indeterminacy which he 
any case mrg t be psychological as well as physical. In 
h ' even suppo · · · I t e produ t f h . smg some of our actiOns are enure y 

not habitu~l. 0 abit, there are many of our actions which are 

On the other ha d h more reflect" 1 n c aracter often is supposed to consist of a 
h Ive, ess mech . 1 ' b h . t an habit Th anrca, pattern in a mans e avtour 

. ere may be I' f . h' d l'b purposes in a d ~ pecu Iar kind o set tn ts e 1 erate 
certain manne cc~ a~ce h~tth which he invariably behaves in a 

r. ut ts t Is set itself deliberative or purposive? I 
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think in many discussions it has been wrongly assimilated to the 
habitual or more mechanical form of behaviour. One must admit, 
however, that the set in an individual's choices, which we call his 
character, is seldom as deliberate as the actions he performs in 
accordance with the set. Pre-eminently it is the specific properties 
of the action which are fully deliberate, and not the general charac­
teristics which predispose the agent in that particular action's 
favour. It is, however, a familiar fact that we often apprehend only 
dimly the more general characteristics of a phenomenon. Someone 
with a good but relatively untutored ear can recognize a certain 
composition as Mozart's at first hearing without being able to 
define his criterion for recognition. Similarly, an agent may choose 
in doing a particular action to realize some general characteristic 
without being able properly to distinguish the general from the 
particular aspect. 

In so choosing he may even feel the sort of compulsion which 
moved Luther to say 'Ich kann nicht anders'. An overwhelming 
revulsion towards any other course may seem to well up from the 
very ground of his being. This way of putting it, however, is 
metaphorical and a trifle narcissistic. As a simple fact it is part 
of the discovery of one's own personality to bring to reflective 
consciousness the general course one has espoused and of which 
one has hitherto had only a particularized awareness in one's 
particular responses to particular situations. One's character, then, 
or the set in one's purposes, is not a predetermined cast in which 
one's actions are moulded. The character of his actions has been 
chosen by the agent in choosing to do various characteristic 
actions, even though he is unaware that he has performed these 
actions for the sake of their common characteristic. Consequently, 
a Libertarian can recognize that we base predictions about action 
upon knowledge of character as cheerfully as he can recognize 
that we can predict an action upon knowing that the agent has 
chosen or intended to do it. 
. However, one must not ignore the influence of genetic factors 
In the formation of character. There is evidence that where one 
member of a pair of identical twins has had a criminal record, ~e 
other twin has had, in a very high proportion of the cases i?vestl­
gated, a remarkably similar criminal record. Where the twms, on 
the other hand, are not identical, there is no noteworthy correla-
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tion. 1 The significance of such cases, however, may well be super­
ficial. Probably criminals are more subject to various kinds 
of compulsions or psycho-somatic defects which limit their free­
dom than any other class of person. Consequently the fact that 
criminal identical twins have almost identical records does not 
sufficiently indicate that the behaviour of non-criminal identical 
twins is almost identical. An independent investigation of the 
non-criminal class is really required. In any case the Libertarian 
can admit that the limitations to indeterminacy are inherent in the 
agent as well as in the circumstances in which the agent acts. 
Accordingly, he can willingly admit that temperament, for in­
stance, is largely dependent upon genetic factors and that con­
sequently_ the actions to which an agent's temperament gives rise 
are genettcally determined in part. But there is no reason why he 
should concede more than this. 

. (h) The second apparent difficulty for Libertarianism consists 
m the phenomena of second-sight or precognition. These may 
seem to suggest that the future is every bit as determinate as the 
past: Not so much has been made of this difficulty in recent dis­
cusstons of the problem of free will perhaps because the scientific 
T~peJ.tability of precognition is believed still to be in the balan.ce. 
of e r tffic~lty _has, however, theological precedents in the doctnne 

P edesunatiOn according to which God has foreknowledge of 
everything in 1 d" I . . . ffi · t dl" c u mg our u tlmate destmy and gtven su cten 
go M mess we can share his convictions on the last matter as well. 

r any_ ~ay feel content to wait until the weight of evidence for f. ecog~tttOn becomes irresistible before considering its implica­
thons wuh any seriousness. But this attitude is a little bit crass for 
stree reasons. First, the resistance to the evidence for precognition 

ems at lea t 1 f datin . s part y rom the apparent difficulty of accommo-
tions go~ in our normal c~:mceptual framework. Therefore, _ques­
delay Jo~ceptual conststency should be entered into wtthout 
we an_ wuh all the diligence we can muster. Secondly, whether 
all ~~mat~ aloof or not, the fact remains that many people, possibly 

' ou~. some more frequently than others do have apparently 
precogntttve experiences. If one is gifted or ~flEeted in this way 

1 SeeC.E.M.Joad G ·1 , '"l h .r ·db M Cranston r 1' ' uzae to tne Pm osop lY OJ Morals and Politics p ZJ 5 also cite y 
· , rreeaom, p. IGL ' · ' 
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one remains worried, and sometimes disorientated if they are 
sufficiently disturbing, even while aware of the \"ariou~ hypo­
theses which explain them away. One may find oneselt~ for in­
stance, taking ineffective measures to avoid the apparently 
precognized event. Thirdly, none of the explanations alternative to 
that of precognition succeed in allaying the most significant 
impression made by many of these experiences. What impresses 
is not so much the identity in cognitive detail between the event 
as supposedly precognized and its actual occurrence. When the 
the 'precognition' takes place during sleep, as so often it does, 
this identity can be remarkably inexact. Many experiences, taken 
as experiences which involve one personally, have a peculiar quite 
unique feel about them which is almost inexpressible in words. 
It is principally this identity in feel which arouses recognition when 
the 'precognized' event actually occurs. It can, of course, he ex­
plained away by supposing that one has really had the feel of the 
event for the first time and only imagines that one recognizes it. 
But when this has been said one continues to imagine, and one 
may feel uneasy about the claims of Libertarianism. The fact that 
it is difficult if not impossible to devise public checks on this 
supposed recognition does not justify our discounting it. 

Let us then take precognitive experience at its face value and 
examine more fully the relevant implications to find in particular 
whether these are really inconsistent with Libertarianism. One 
fact of importance is that so far as the evidence goes we do not 
precognize the whole of our future. Why is this? It may have the 
same sort of explanation as the fact that we do not remember the 
whole of our past. The reason for this seems to be psychological 
or physiological rather than any incompleteness in our past. We 
may remember, forget, and remember again the same event several 
times over. This suggests that there are events actually in the past 
even at the point where there is a gap in one's memory. On the 
other hand, we precognize very much less of the future than we 
remember of the past. Of course, we might conceivably precog­
nize, 'forget', and precognize again the same event in the future. 
But the important point is that if we do this at all, we do it very 
much less than we do the comparable things to the past. It must 
be admitted that probably we have many more precognitions than 
we recognize. Many may take place in dreams which we later 
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forget. But it remains plausible that the apparent inf~equency of 
our precognitions is real and at least partly due to an mcomplete­
ness in the future rather than to a gap in our awareness .. Much of 
the future may not be determinate enough to be precogmzed. May 
Libertarians not congratulate themselves on this residue of in­
determinacy? 
. This issue may seem to depend upon whether the ~uture can 
m~eed be partially determinate and partially indetermmate. \Ve 
~tght argue that it must be either one or the other, but not par­
~tall:y both. The fact that we can precognize anything at all shows, 
1t mtght be argued, that the distinction between past, present, and 
future is not fundamental to the order of events. It must show that 
all things which ever have occurred are occurring, or will occur 
~0 exist (in a timeless sense of 'exist'). They are (timeless copula) 
tn temporal relations of antecedence, simultaneity, or subsequence 
~0 eac~. other. The apparent emptiness which we describe as 
. future ts a mere epistemological emptiness. In any act of know­
t~g we happen, for the most part to be ignorant of a certain batch b eve~ts that exist (timelessly) after the act, and we label this 

atch the future' to distinguish it from other batches of which we 
bre ho~ ignorant. But our ignorance, or partial ignorance, of this 
n~t~ ~s a purely contingent limitation of human nature carrying 

Aogtcal necessity whatever. 
b c~ally, however, we need not decide whether the future can 

e parttally determinate and partially indeterminate because we can 
:ccount for the fact that precognitive phenomena are intermittent 
;.en on the supposition that the future is entirely indeter­
c·~nate. Nor in order to do this need we attribute them to coin­
b~ ~nee or to later imagination. A precognized event can simply 
ha ~nter~reted as an event which may or may not occur but as 
po Vtfg, 1~r~spective of whether it occurs, an indeterminate tem­
oc ra P0 Sltton or lack of order in the series of possible or actual 

currences. 
he: the preceding chapter I have argued that the distinction 
that ben past, present, and future is as basic to temporal order as 
same etfe~n before and after, for they both are derived from the 
pu re atton. The compactness of the diagram I used for this 
of Ptpose n~~ achieves its proper significance in the explanation 

recogntt10n. 
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If the temporal order of a set of events depends upon a c~rta~n 
relationship it follows that where this relationship is defecu.ve m 
asymmetry or transitivity, or connexity, temporal order Wtll be 
replaced by temporal disorder. All three of these properties, we 
saw, must characterize any relation which orders perfectly. Now 
one of the ways in which time may be disorderly is represented 
b~ the compactness of our diagram. This has pr~duced a 
failure in the asymmetry of the relation between certam of the 
terms. B2 is the referent of a one-many relation with C2 and 
ca, but likewise C2 is the referent of a one-many relation wi~h B1 

and B2• Perhaps the symmetry is brought out more clearly 1f .we 
say that not only is B2 the indispensable and sufficient condttto.n 
~f a ~isjun~tio? between C2 and something else, but ~~at c~ lS 

hkewtse an mdtspensable and sufficient condition of a dtsJu?ctto~ 
between B2 and so~ething else. If we express the symmetry 1~ thts 
way we should nottce, however that this sort of symmetry m the 
relation between B2 and C2 is' reinforced, by a simil~r sort of 
symmetry between B1 and c2. Not only is Bt the indtspensable 
an~ sufficient condition of a disjunction between C2 and s~Y?e­
thmg ~l~e, b~t also C2 is an indispensable and sufficient cond1tlon 
of a dtsJuncttOn between Bt and something else. We can see, of 
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course, that the bare distinction between symmetry and asym­
metry isn't really sufficiently sensitive to all the p~s~ible ways in 
which relations apart from the one-one type may dtfle.r fr?m their 
converses, but there is no need to enter into these mcettes here. 

Now if temporal order is derivable from the rela~ion of one­
many necessary connection, there might be certam temporal 
an~malies brought about by a defective asymm<;,try of the kind 
whtch ~he diagram represents. If we interpret C- as ~n event, it 
would tn certain respects be successor to A and to etther B1 or 
~2• In so far as it is a relatum of a one-many relationship of which 
etther B1 or B2 is the referent it succeeds A and the latter two. But 
~n.so far as it is the referent ~fa one-many relation to B1 and B2 

11 ts temporally prior to either of these, and, furthermore, it must 
compete with A for the position of immediate antecedence to B1 

or B2• Of course, the respects in which C2 succee~s B1 or B2 pre­
ponderate over the respects in which it comes pnor to them. C 2 

r~lative to B1 and B2 is disjunctively related to C 1 and ca respec­
~~ely. A~cordingly the respects in which it ~uc~eeds either B1 or 

Tre twtc~ as strong as the respects in whtch tt ~recedes them . 
. . he apphcation of the diagram to the explanation of precog­

~.ltton should now be apparent. It explains :Vh):' the same event, 
g. one represented by C2 may seem later m ume than another 

event, e.g. B1 or B2 and y~t to compete for the same position of 
anteced b fi ' d b A I ~:. th" ence e ore B1 or B2 as is occupie y · n so 1ar then as 

ts sort of · · · h f · · d "b ' ni . , sttuatwn ts t e sort o sxtuauon we escn e as precog-
ac ttve ' the analysis of precognition given here is adequate. It also 
di counts for the relative patchiness of precognition since in our 
to ~;am nz an.d D 3 are the only other terms i~ a sii?ilar position 
ren · Other dtagrams are possible, of course, m wluch the occur-Th of such anomalies are less or more frequent. 
cog . ~re are, however, an indefinite number of aspects of pre-

nttlVe ex · h" h · h" I · h b seem penence w tc m t xs exp anauon ave een or may 
of so to have been left out of account. No doubt the explanation 
Illattern~ 0~ these would require auxiliary hypotheses. The whole 
here r 1~Vttes a more careful weighing than I can conveniently 
the k~er 01nn. My provisional estimate, is that I have attended to 

Th r~~ of precognitive experience. 
periene tag~am has one further implication for precognitive ex­

ce Whtch I can now make explicit. On this interpretation 
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the event precognized will not necessarily occur. In the diagram 
the possibility of C 1 and C3 relative to A is not removed. A does 
not necessitate C 2 as against C1 and C3, although on the other 
hand C2 does necessitate A. If, then, a necessary condition of 
genuine precognitive experience is that the event cognized must 
necessarily occur then the diagram fails to account for precog­
nitive experience. Now it may seem that the actual occurrence of 
an event is our principal reason for saying that an event is 'pre­
cognized'. But the strict conclusion is merely that the use of a 
veridical term like 'precognized' may be question-begging. It may 
be that all one needs to explain is why an experience which we 
have actually had seems in a manner to have occupied a previous 
position in time. There may be no need to infer from the fact that 
It has occupied in this manner a previous position in time that its 
~ubsequent occurrence is necessary. All we may need to suppose 
ts that, whether it occurs or not, it has in certain limited respects 
an indeterminate temporal position; for, of course, events which 
may possibly occur have a relative temporal order as well as 
events that do occur. On this interpretation, then, precognition is 
not the direct experience at an earlier moment of an event that is 
?efinitely located at a later moment. It is, on the contrary, an 
Indefinitely located experience of an event: and this experience 
need not be one which actually has taken place or will actually 
take place- it may be one that could have taken place or could 
be about to take place. 

On my interpretation there is, nevertheless, something approxi­
~ating towards necessity about a 'precognized' event. From the 
dtagram one can see at a glance that C2, for instance, is more 
probable relative to A than either C1 or C3• In fact it is twice as 
probable as either C1 or C3 taken individually. Accordingly, I 
can maintain that 'precognitive' experience gives some indication 
of what will happen as against what may happen later. In a modi­
fied :vay, then, the use of the adjective 'precognitive' has a justi­
fication, though a 'precognitive' experience is no certain guarantee 
for the later occurrence of an event. 

~ shall refrain, here, from investigating alternative diagrams 
Whtch by representing a slightly different nexus of relation would 
appear to endow precognitive experience with greater predictive 
power. It is sufficient for my present purpose to have shown that the 
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possibility of precognition follows from a specialized form of 
Libertarianism. It is not merely consistent with the latte~. If we 
investigated further, I think several freak, or more ~sot~nc, tem­
poral experiences of other kinds would be found ltkewtse expli­
cable by means of other specialized forms. But since the general 
principle of explanation should by this time be obvious I shan't 
postpone the conclusion of my central thesis for the sake of a 
digression. 

2 

J:Ias the topic of this analysis any very great si~nificance for 
ethtcs or other branches of philosophy? Recent wnters on ethics 
such as Stevenson1 and Hare2 have tended to treat their views on 
free will, if they have any, as somewhat of a luxury. The issue, they 
~eem to feel, has little urgency and in no way imperils their more 
tmportant views on the logic of 'right', 'ought', and 'good'. 
Where other branches of philosophy apart from ethics are con­
~erned the issue may well seem to have outlived its significance. 
dt was ~ l~ve issue when doctrines of predestination or theological 
Itetermtms.m e':gaged the general interest. '!'hey no ~anger do so. 

h W~s. a hve tssue in the heyday of classtcal phystcs. But now 
P ystctsts make fewer assumptions. It was a live issue when Freud 
W~s a scandal. But now he seems no more than a pioneer in a 
sct~nce, the basic concepts of which we must continue to scrutinize 
~n revise. Why should the subject of free will excite us? Hasn't 
tt gone a bit musty? 
it ~ e must not, however, let the longevity of the subject obscure 
h~ tmportance. It has indeed been extremely unfortunate in its 
;h~ory. Too often it has featured as the sticking point beyond 
ext tch the more scrupulous have felt reluctant to screw the various 
to r~olatory fads of their day. In consequence they have tended 
se a rm free will in terms of the very concepts by which it 
use~~d m~st imperilled. The deus ex machina is invoked to rescue 
an I m hts machine. Too seldom has any effort been made to 
wi~J{~e ~he concepts specific and peculiar to agency. Philosophers 
Es lnshtent intellects such as Kant, and Bradley in his Collected 
jec:);'s, av.e ~ndeed allowed some light to percolate into the sub-

y stratnmg the mechanistic categories by which they were 
1 Ethics a dL n anguage, pp. 312ff. 2 The Language of Morals, p. vi. 
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bedevilled almost to the point of transparency. In consequence 
they are slighted as muddled or obscure. Within recent years, 
however, a fresh approach has become evident in, for instance, 
the realization that expressions of intention are in some way 
peculiar. 

The importance of the subject is undeniable if only because it 
concerns the understanding of ourselves and the sort of world in 
which we are accommodated. This perhaps could be shown better 
if we were to enter into the ethical implications of the issue. I have 
so far, however, shown a marked lack of concern with ethics. 
This may seem the more remarkable since many Libertarians 
have looked upon themselves as the guardians and preservers of 
that department. Morality, they suppose, depends for its applic­
ability upon the freedom of the will in the indeterministic inter­
pretation of freedom. I am not disposed to deny this. I merely 
think there is very little point in affirming it at the present juncture 
of philosophical thought. At the moment the precise status of 
predicates like 'right', 'ought', and 'good' is controversial and 
their metaphysical implications in consequence correspondingly 
unsettled. 

My silence on this subject, then, has been due to the conviction 
that we shall not discover very much more about the logic of 
'right', 'ought', and 'good' until we discover more about the 
logic of statements about actions or agents in general. The maxim 
'Ought implies can' supplies a conceptual bridge between ethics 
and metaphysics which moralists should cross from the meta­
physical side. 

We need only reflect how prevalent in past ethical writings 
are distinctions between actions and intentions and motives, or 
between actions and their consequences. Almost invariably they 
are misconceived as some of my conclusions in preceding chapters 
are enough to show. Or consider again the parallel between the 
~echanistic model of action as proceeding from a composition of 
~ndependent desires which compel and the intuitionist's realm of 
mdependent intrinsic values which attract. Then there are the 
contemporary moralists who are still so tickled with their hunch 
that the use of language for describing is different from its use in 
evaluating, advising, commending, recommending, appraising, 
prescribing, and so on and so forth, that they have forgotten to 

M 
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give adequate attention to what the significant d~ff~rence~, if any, 
hetwe~n all these activities happen to be. What 1s 1t~ f?r mstanc~, 
that distinguishes a world in which the former acuv1ty alone IS 
applicable, if that makes sense from a world in which the latter 
are applicable as well? Until q~estions like this are sa~isfactori_ly 
solved, the hunch is no more than a hunch dependmg for Its 
ascendancy merely upon the fact that it hadn't occurred unequi­
~ocally to our predecessors. The gate across the conceptual bridge 
Ought implies can' has indeed been unlocked. We need no longer 

feel 9uite, so puzzled by Kant's question 'How can reason be 
pracucal? But the traffic hasn't properly begun. 

Nor must we forget that our ethical difrerences. are more than a 
matte: of interpreting a homogeneous and uni':ersally acceptable 
moraluy. They reflect to a considerable extent d1fferences between 
moralities. Praise and blame for instance function more as tools 
~f instruction or compulsion' for the auth~ritarian whereas for the 
hberal they become less gross. Their vehicles are viewed by the 
latter as primarily modes of personal intercourse a~d no lonl?er 
c~rry quue the same weight of interference. There 1s a pervasive 
~Ifference of emphasis here even where content remains substan­
tially the same. Differences of this kind stem from conflicting con­
ceptions. of man and signify the metaphysical _shallowne~s or 
profundity of the moralities they typify. Metaphysics and the Issue 
of ~ree will in particular must come first. . . 

0 much, then, for the ethical relevance of the subJeCt. But m 
add" · . · . 1t10n I hope I have succeeded in suggestmg and m some cases 
m ~hawing how it is more central to some of the major non­
~hical preoccupations of philosophy than is commonly suspected. 

n u~derstanding of freedom and responsibility provides an 
~nalysi~ of the concepts of substance personal identity as a self-
eter~ming unity, and time. It rna; further offer a clue to the 

a~alysis of other equally important concepts which in the course 
0h ~y argument I have had rather lamely to postulate but now 
5 a 1 not specify so as not to give hostages to the future. 

3 
I _have, it may be observed, been treating my subject as pri­

Ih~Ily ontological. in scope and only secondarily as psychol?gical. 
ve treated choice as the sort of thing we have or by wh1ch we 
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are faced, rather than as one of our mental processes distinguish­
able from the other volitional or conative processes in which we 
engage. As I have tried to indicate, this is a matter of emphasis 
rather than a limitation in subject. It can be explained by the 
importance I have placed upon the distinction between the agent's 
and the alien standpoint. \Vhen we take the agent's standpoint 
towards his future voluntary action in abstraction from the alien 
standpoint the nature of our inquiry becomes ontological. Choice 
is, then, the thing by which he is faced. When we include the alien 
standpoint which the agent in acting takes towards other agents, 
and himself regarded impersonally, the inquiry must become 
psychological as well. I must admit, however, that the psycho­
logical sections of my discussion are often sketchy and incidental 
to the main ontological drift. This is because the ontological aspect 
throws more light upon the psychological than vice versa, and 
because at the same time it is less familiar. In not making an 
adequate allowance for the distinction between the agent's and the 
alien standpoint most writers on the subject have given too great 
prominence to psychological categories at a stage in the inquiry 
where they are inappropriate. 

Throughout these chapters I have in effect given the dualism 
between the agent's and the alien standpoint the ultimate status 
traditionally reserved for a dualism between mind and matter. 
Standpoint, of course, seems to be a mental category; but I have 
in fact reduced the difference between the agent from his own 
and from the alien standpoint respectively to the difference be­
tween an indeterminacy which may be constituted by indeter­
minacies or determinacies among the standing conditions and 
an indeterminacy which so constitutes an indeterminacy. This 
reduction, of course, demands systematic application beyond the 
immediate vicinity of intention, choice, and deliberation to the 
more theoretical mental concepts which these practical concepts 
seem indeed to involve. To undertake such a task simultaneously 
with my analysis of responsibility might, however, distract the 
attention on which each of these rather difficult topics makes 
rather exclusive demands. 

My analysis has raised and left unsettled questions less funda­
mental to psychology than this. In a fuller treatment I would have 
to be more explicit about the role of consciousness in action. More, 
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for instance, needs to be said about the extent to which conscious 
processes are themselves actions and the extent to which they are 
merely activities involved in action. More has also to be said about 
the peculiarly emotive, even visceral character of our desires and 
aversions, or again about the distin~tion between acting deliber­
ately, spontaneously, impulsively and by habit. I could pass on 
to these questions by way of tying up loose ends left by preceding 
chapters, but in the absence of some decision on the more funda­
mental question the effect would be unsatisfying. 
f .so mu~h for scope and its perspective. I conclude on the stul~i­
ymg toptc of method. It is inevitable that I should have patd 

borne attention to the way in which certain expressions are used, 
~t I would hesitate on the strength of this to describe my method 

0 analy~is as 'linguistic': 'logical' or 'conceptual' might be more 
app~opn~te, even if a trifle redundant in this context. In any case 
~y mqutry has not been confined to the area of ordinary linguis­
tic ubs1age. At no time did I wish to suggest that the philosophical 
pro em h · f · 1 S h.1 as ansen rom the misuse of ordmary anguage. orne 
P 1 osoph · I · h 1 tea problems arise simply in the attempt to ennc 
anguage · h · d" "I lacks. Wit a precision which for certain purposes 1t or marty 

A langu b 1 · h" h · d1·d ~ge may be called upon to express su t eues w 1c It 
not o II . ·t . 1 vo b :Igna y envisage· or it may have to ass1m1 ate specm 

ca ulan d" · ' ld h avoid ~s tssemmated by new learning. One ~ou per aps 
vocab ~aking any explicit innovations in language m the form of 
im l" ~ ary or rules of use if one had correspondingly precise 

'1' lCzt kn I f h" h "fi vocab I ow ege o the ordinary context to w tc a spec1 c 
lllor ~ ary and grammar was adequate. Provided, then, one cares 

e 10r th · · · h · fi I one ·n e prtmtuve purity of our language t an tts use u ness 
lllor WI choose to remain dumb whenever the context becomes 
Wor~ ~Olllplex. Thus there are perfectly ordinary uses of the 
parads cause: and 'responsible' which need not even suggest the 

0 do~ of Ltbertarianism. 
rmaril · b h 'Jh · respo . Y It may e t e case that when a man says o n 1s 

ascrip~~tble for that' he uses 'responsible' more for what Hart calls 
have Ivefi purposes than for the narrative purposes to which I 

con ned · 0 d" "I h d ' ' h is as I"k 1 lt. r mart Y w en a man uses the wor cause e 
to u I . e Y/o use it of an object as of an event and still more likely 

se It 0 that part of the total conditions which is most directly 
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controllable from his point of view. It is only when we begin to 
use the word 'responsible' for the precondition of ascriptive 
responsibility and the word 'cause' for the sort of relationship 
between events that occur in accordance with scientific laws, that 
the problem arises whether or not to identify responsibility with 
causation and whether or not responsibility is consistent with 
indeterminate causal relationships. But the problem has to arise, 
for this is the only way in which we can become aware of the 
limitations to the context within which certain uses are legitimate. 

Philosophical method is, indeed, rather undercharacterized if 
one describes it simply as analysis of some sort. Philosophical 
perplexity is not simply the misconstruction of some clearly 
delimitable conceptual nexus. If it was we could hope for the 
'once and for all' sort of analysis which philosophers so often 
promise but seldom seem able to bring off. The hope is vain 
because concepts are open, not, or not only, in the sense that they 
lack precise unity, but in the sense that they are incomplete. A 
concept is always amenable to enrichment in the form of closer or 
more comprehensive integration with other concepts. In conse­
quence there is always the possibility of relative progress and 
legitimate controversy, though there can he no final settlement: 
and each advance is subject to drastic revision. 
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