Reading 26.  Paul-Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach, The System of Human Freedom 

Outline with Study Questions

 
I.
Introduction 

1.
What conclusions does Holbach draw from his premise that human beings are wholly physical entities? 

II.
The Mechanism of Determinism 

1.
What perceived quality of objects necessarily attracts and determines our will? What quality necessarily repels our will?

2.
How does experience affect the will? 

3.
What are the three sources of the impulses that modify our brain and dispose our will?

4.
How are reflection, experience, and reason able to stop or suspend the actions of our will?

III.
Answers to Objections 

1.
What is Holbach’s response to the objection that free will is demonstrated by a thirsty person who refrains from drinking water known to be poisoned, or who goes ahead and drinks it, anyway? 

2.
Why does deliberation among alternatives not show that the will is free?

3.
What would be required for a person to act freely? 

4.
What is Holbach’s response to the argument that we have free will because we can call to mind recall ideas that sometimes curb our most passionate desires?

5.
How does Holbach explain shame, regret, and remorse? 

6.
What societal influences drive persons to evil? 

7.
If someone were to jump out of a window in an attempt to prove that he or she had free will, why would this action fail to demonstrate the existence of free will? 

IV.
Conclusion 

1.
Does the fact that we act on a “motive principle” mean that we act without a cause?
2.
What leads us to think (mistakenly) that we are free? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

1.
If we are wholly physical beings, is our will completely determined by the laws of nature? 

2.
Is the will “a modification of the brain”? 

3.
Is it possible to choose what is most advantageous not to yourself but to someone else? If so, does this imply that you have free will? 

4.
Do you have any control over your thoughts, feelings, or judgments? 

5.
Are you sometimes the cause of your actions? If so, do you have free will? 

For Further Reading

Blanshard, Brand. “The Case for Determinism.” In Determinism and Freedom in the Age of Science, ed. Sidney Hook, pp. 3–15. New York: New York University Press, 1958. 


Blanshard contends that every event is the necessary result of preceding causes, and he rebuts several reasons commonly given for rejecting determinism. 
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In Section II (pp. 313–28), Hospers argues that we have no free will because we are controlled by our unconscious mind.

Priestley, Joseph. The Doctrine of Philosophical Necessity Illustrated. Bound in one volume with Disquisitions Relating to Matter and Spirit. New York: Garland, 1976. 206 pp. 


In Sections I–II (pp. 1–19), Priestley (1733–1804), a materialist and determinist like his contemporary Holbach, argues that there is no free will because our actions are the necessary result of preceding causes. 

Skinner, B. F. Walden Two. New York: Macmillan, 1948. 266 pp. Reissued with an introduction by Skinner, “Walden Two Revisited,” 1976.


Chapter 29 (pp. 236–60 in 1976 ed.) of this novel by Skinner (a psychologist who believes that human behavior is completely determined by genetics and the environment) contains a conversation between two characters about the freedom of people in Walden Two, a utopian community whose members are controlled through the manipulation of their environment.

