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Assessing whether Holbach differs from Epicurus on the issue of "innate ideas" might be a little
trickier than his relationship to "free will." Holbach appears to be campaigning against "innate
ideas," which would probably be compatible with Epicurus, but he might go considerably further
and deny any innate principles or mechanisms whatsoever. I've only skimmed this chapter:

System of Nature - Part 1, Chapter 10

Edit: But here is a summary from "Good Sense," and on first glance this seems to deviate pretty
far:

§80. Theologians repeatedly tell us, that man is free, while all their principles conspire to
destroy his liberty. By endeavouring to justify the Divinity, they in reality accuse him of the
blackest injustice. They suppose, that without grace, man is necessitated to do evil. They
affirm, that God will punish him, because God has not given him grace to do good!

Little reflection will suffice to convince us, that man is necessitated in all his actions, that his
free will is a chimera, even in the system of theologians. Does it depend upon man to be born
of such or such parents? Does it depend upon man to imbibe or not to imbibe the opinions of
his parents or instructors? If | had been born of idolatrous or Mahometan parents, would it have
depended upon me to become a Christian? Yet, divines gravely assure us, that a just God will
damn without pity all those, to whom he has not given grace to know the Christian religion!

Man's birth is wholly independent of his choice. He is not asked whether he is willing, or not, to
come into the world. Nature does not consult him upon the country and parents she gives him.
His acquired ideas, his opinions, his notions true or false, are necessary fruits of the education
which he has received, and of which he has not been the director. His passions and desires are
necessary consequences of the temperament given him by nature. During his whole life, his
volitions and actions are determined by his connections, habits, occupations, pleasures, and
conversations; by the thoughts, that are involuntarily presented to his mind; in a word, by a
multitude of events and accidents, which it is out of his power to foresee or prevent. Incapable
of looking into futurity, he knows not what he will do. From the instant of his birth to that of his
death, he is never free. You will say, that he wills, deliberates, chooses, determines; and you
will hence conclude, that his actions are free. It is true, that man wills, but he is not master of
his will or his desires; he can desire and will only what he judges advantageous to himself; he
can neither love pain, nor detest pleasure. It will be said, that he sometimes prefers pain to
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pleasure; but then he prefers a momentary pain with a view of procuring a greater and more
durable pleasure. In this case, the prospect of a greater good necessarily determines him to
forego a less considerable good.

The lover does not give his mistress the features which captivate him; he is not then master of
loving, or not loving the object of his tenderness; he is not master of his imagination or
temperament. Whence it evidently follows, that man is not master of his volitions and desires.
"But man," you will say, "can resist his desires; therefore he is free." Man resists his desires,
when the motives, which divert him from an object, are stronger than those, which incline him
towards it; but then his resistance is necessary. A man, whose fear of dishonour or punishment
is greater than his love of money, necessarily resists the desire of stealing. "Are we not free,
when we deliberate?" But, are we masters of knowing or not knowing, of being in doubt or
certainty? Deliberation is a necessary effect of our uncertainty respecting the consequences of
our actions. When we are sure, or think we are sure, of these consequences, we necessarily
decide, and we then act necessarily according to our true or false judgment. Our judgments,
true or false, are not free; they are necessarily determined by the ideas, we have received, or
which our minds have formed.

Man is not free in his choice; he is evidently necessitated to choose what he judges most useful
and agreeable. Neither is he free, when he suspends his choice; he is forced to suspend it until
he knows, or thinks he knows, the qualities of the objects presented to him, or, until he has
weighed the consequences of his actions. "Man," you will say, "often decides in favour of
actions, which he knows must be detrimental to himself; man sometimes kills himself; therefore
he is free." | deny it. Is man master of reasoning well or ill? Do not his reason and wisdom
depend upon the opinions he has formed, or upon the conformation of his machine? As neither
one nor the other depends upon his will, they are no proof of liberty. "If | lay a wager, that |
shall do, or not do a thing, am | not free? Does it not depend upon me to do it or not?" No, |
answer; the desire of winning the wager will necessarily determine you to do, or not to do the
thing in question. "But, supposing | consent to lose the wager?" Then the desire of proving to
me, that you are free, will have become a stronger motive than the desire of winning the
wager; and this motive will have necessarily determined you to do, or not to do, the thing in
question.

"But," you will say, "l feel free." This is an illusion, that may be compared to that of the fly in the
fable, who, lighting upon the pole of a heavy carriage, applauded himself for directing its
course. Man, who thinks himself free, is a fly, who imagines he has power to move the universe,
while he is himself unknowingly carried along by it.

The inward persuasion that we are free to do, or not to do a thing, is but a mere illusion. If we
trace the true principle of our actions, we shall find, that they are always necessary
consequences of our volitions and desires, which are never in our power. You think yourself
free, because you do what you will; but are you free to will, or not to will; to desire, or not to
desire? Are not your volitions and desires necessarily excited by objects or qualities totally
independent of you?
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