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41. William James: The Dilemma of Determinism 
 

Summary 

In this essay James argues that although neither the doctrine of freedom of the will nor the 

doctrine of determinism can be proved, there are good reasons to choose the doctrine of free will. 

First, it makes better sense of the universe in terms of satisfying our deepest intellectual and 

emotional needs. Second, it makes sense of the notions of regret, especially moral regret that 

things are not better. Essentially, the choice between the two doctrines is not intellectual but is 

based on different personality types: “possibility men” and “anti-possibility men.” 

 

Test Questions 

According to James… 

1. Indeterminism allows that the world has   

a. no ambiguous possibilities. 

b. a fixed future.  

*c. ambiguous possibilities. 

d. no shadow of turning. 

 

2. The question of whether indeterminism is true is 

 a. readily answered. 

 *b. insoluble. 

 c. meaningless. 

 d. unfortunate. 

 

3. If determinism is true, feelings of regret are 

 *a. absurd.  

 b. rational.  

 c. expected. 

 d. good. 

 

4. In a deterministic world, murder and treachery would cease to be 

 a. events. 

 b. determined. 

 *c. sins. 

 d. virtuous. 

 

5. James says that determinism professes that those parts of the universe already laid down 

absolutely decree what the other parts shall be.  

 *a. True 

 b. False 



6. James asserts that to determine the truth about determinism and indeterminism, people rely 

almost entirely on the empirical facts.  

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

7. James thinks that it is better—emotionally and morally—to believe in a deterministic world 

than one of chance. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

8. James believes that indeterminism, or chance, allows for the possibility of free will. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

42. Corliss Lamont: Freedom of the Will and Human Responsibility  
 

Summary 

Lamont argues for the existence of free will and maintains that the term moral responsibility 

cannot retain its traditional meaning unless free will exists. He thinks that we have free will 

because, among other things, we have a powerful commonsense intuition that freedom of choice 

is real, every object and event in the cosmos possesses plural possibilities of behavior and 

interaction, universal determinism is self-refuting, and the existence of universal determinism 

would undermine time-tested human language habits.  

 

Test Questions 

According to Lamont… 

1. There is a powerful commonsense intuition shared by virtually all human beings that  

a. determinism is true. 

b. free will is illusory. 

*c. freedom of choice is real. 

d. indeterminism is true. 

 

2. Determinism wisely used can make people 

 a. all powerful. 

 b. irresponsible. 

 c. powerful but wholly determined. 

 *d. freer and happier. 

 

*3. Free will is possible in part because 

 *a. chance is a trait of the cosmos. 

 b. chance is not possible. 

 c. determinism is the ultimate trait of the cosmos. 

 d. causal streams exist. 

 

*4. Unless there is free choice, the function of human thought in solving problems becomes 

 a. difficult. 



 b. a source of potentiality. 

 *c. superfluous. 

 d. universal. 

 

5. Lamont thinks that if determinism were true, words such as regret and forbearance would lose 

their normal meaning. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

6. Lamont says that nature necessarily conforms to our linguistic usages. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

7. Lamont believes that even if freedom of choice does not exist, the term moral responsibility 

would retain its traditional meaning. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

8. Lamont thinks that complete determinism versus complete free choice is a false issue. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 
 

46. Ruth Benedict: Morality Is Relative 
 

Summary 

Benedict views morality as dependent on the varying histories and environments of different 

cultures. In this essay, she assembles an impressive amount of data from anthropological 

research of tribal behavior on an island in northwest Melanesia from which she draws her 

conclusion that moral relativism is the correct view of moral principles. 

 

Test Questions 

According to Benedict… 

1. Modern civilization is  

a. a necessary pinnacle of human achievement. 

*b. not a necessary pinnacle of human achievement. 

c. superior to simpler societies. 

d. normal. 

 

2. The concept of normality is 

 a. defined the same across cultures. 

 b. validated by science. 

 c. consistent across time. 

 *d. culturally defined. 

 

3. The concept of the normal is a variant of the concept of 

 a. the abnormal. 



 b. the wise. 

 *c. the good. 

 d. the sane. 

 

4. The small number of deviants in any society is testament to 

 a. the discovery of fundamental sanities.  

 *b. the fact that most people readily take any shape that is presented to them by society. 

 c. the consistency of values across cultures. 

 d. objective morality. 

 

5. Benedict believes that cultural variations in moral principles or practices show that morality is 

relative. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

6. Benedict says that our culture is one entry in a long series of possible adjustments.  

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

7. Benedict claims that some cultures are better than others. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

8. Benedict is a moral relativist. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

47. James Rachels: Morality Is Not Relative 
 

Summary 

Rachels analyzes the structure of ethical relativism, which he calls “cultural relativism,” to show 

that the claims made by its proponents go beyond what the facts or arguments can establish. He 

contends that the central argument, “the cultural difference argument,” is invalid, for even if 

there is broad cultural disagreement over morality, it does not prove that there is no truth in the 

matter, any more than the fact that flat-earthers disagree with round-earthers proves that there is 

no independent truth of that matter. Rachels goes on to point out three unfavorable consequences 

of cultural relativism that make it implausible. Finally, he points out two virtues of the doctrine. 

 

Test Questions 

According to Rachels… 

1. Cultural relativism says that  

a. all cultures have the same moral code. 

b. there are objective standards in ethics. 

*c. there is no such thing as universal truth in ethics. 

d. some cultures have better moral codes than others. 

 



2. The first premise in the cultural differences argument is 

 a. different cultures have the same moral codes. 

 b. different cultures have common values. 

 c. different cultures see objective moral truth differently. 

 *d. different cultures have different moral codes. 

 

3. From the fact that different cultures have different moral codes we cannot conclude that 

 *a. there is no objective moral truth. 

 b. cultures differ. 

 c. moral codes exist. 

 d. moral codes differ. 

 

4. The cultural differences argument proves 

 a. its conclusion. 

 *b. nothing. 

 c. the existence of relative truth. 

 d. the existence of objective truth. 

 

5. Rachels denies that different cultures have different moral codes. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

6. Rachels argues that because different cultures have different moral codes, there is no objective 

truth in morality.  

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

7. Rachels argues that if cultural relativism were true, we could no longer criticize the customs of 

other societies. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

8. Rachels says that cultural relativism calls into doubt the idea of moral progress. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 


