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THE CONTROVERSY BETWEEN DETERMINISTS and proponents of free
choice is one of the philosophical disputes that is apparently inter-
minable. As in many other philosophical controversies, each posi-
tion seems to lack plausibility except to those who share the pre-
suppositions of its proponents. Hence it is understandable why
mutual charges of question-begging are often exchanged in this
controversy.

For this reason, proponents of free choice have attempted to
find grounds for a refutation of determinism in the determinist
position itself. Such attempts have sometimes taken the form of
argumentation—by now well known—that determinism is somehow
self-refuting or self-defeating.?

1 The authors are indebted to many who read an earlier draft of this
paper and without whose generous discussions, suggestions, criticisms, and
other help this article would lack much of what is good in it.

2 See Wilbur Marshall Urban, The Foundations of Ethics (New York,
1930), pp. 418-19; H. W. B. Joseph, Some Problems in Ethics (Oxford,
1931), pp. 14-15; James McTaggart, Philosophical Studies (London, 1934),
p. 193; A. E. Taylor, ‘‘Freedom and Personality,’”’ Philosophy, XIV
(1939), pp. 259-80; A. E. Taylor, ‘‘Freedom and Personality Again,”’
Philosophy, XVII (1942), pp. 26-37; Paul Weiss, Nature and Man (Car-
bondale, 1947), pp. 23-26; C. S. Lewis, Miracles (New York, 1947), pp.
23-31; E. L. Mascall, Christian Theology and Natural Science (London,
1956), pp. 212-19; A. C. Maclntyre, ‘‘Determinism,”’ Mind, LXVI
(1957), pp. 28-41; Lionel Kenner, ‘‘Causality, Determinism and Freedom
of the Will,”’ Philosophy, XXIX (1964), pp. 233-48; Warner Wick,
““Truth’s Debt to Freedom,” Mind, LXXIIT (1964), pp. 527-87; J. D.
Mabbott, Introduction to Ethics (London, 1966), pp. 115-16; Sir Malcolm
Knox, Action (London, 1968), pp. 68-80; Norman Malecolm, ‘‘The Con-
ceivability of Mechanism,’”’ The Philosophical Review, LXXVII (1968),
pp. 45-72; James N. Jordan, ‘‘Determinism’s Dilemma,’’ The Review of
Metaphysics, XXIII (1969), pp. 48-66; J. R. Luecas, The Freedom of the
Will (Oxford, 1970), pp. 114-72; Noam Chomsky, ‘‘The Case Against
B. F. Skinner,”’ New York Review of Books, December 30, 1971, pp. 20-26.
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Those who propose this argument maintain something like the
following: if determinism is true, then its assertion, like every
other human act, is a determined effect; thus determinism comes
to be held on account of the same sort of factors that account for
the holding by others of the opposite position. The conclusion
drawn is that determinism undercuts the legitimacy of the deter-
minist’s claim that his position ought to be preferred to its oppo-
site. By means of an argument of this sort, determinism is re-
jected, not because it contradicts a thesis which its opponents hold,
but because it defeats itself.

However, there is no consensus among philosophers that self-
referential argumentation against determinism is any less ques-
tion-begging than other attempts to refute determinism.?

In this article we hope to show why previous self-referential
arguments against determinism have failed. We will then go on
to articulate a different self-referential argument we believe to be
cogent. If our evaluation of this argument is correct, determinism
is untenable. Yet its falsification cannot yield the precise results
proponents of free choice might hope for.

I

In this section we examine a recent and well developed ex-
ample of the argument that determinism is self-defeating.* We
also review some of the objections philosophers are currently rais-
ing against arguments of this sort. We consider these objections
decisive.

In ‘“‘Determinism’s Dilemma,’’ James Jordan has articulated
an argument typical of recent attempts to show that determinism
is self-defeating.

3See John Laird, On Human Freedom (London, 1947), p. 127;
G. E. M. Anscombe, ‘‘A Reply to Mr. C. S. Lewis’ Argument that ‘Nat-
uralism’ Is Self-Refuting,”’ Socratic Digest, IV (1948), pp. 7-16; Adolf
Griinbaum, ‘‘Causality and the Science of Human Behavior,”’ in Herbert
Feigl and May Brodbeck, eds., Readings in the Philosophy of Science (New
York, 1953), pp. 775-76; A. J. Ayer, The Concept of a Person (London,
1963), pp. 266-67; Lucas, op. cit., p. 116; David Wiggins, ‘‘Freedom,
Knowledge, Belief and Causality,”’ in G. Vesey, ed., Knowledge and Neces-
sity (London, 1970), pp. 132-54; Adolf Griinbaum, ‘‘Free Will and the
Laws of Human Behavior,”” American Philosophical Quarterly, VIII
(1971), pp. 309-10.

4 Jordan, op. cit.
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Jordan argues that if one accepts the determinist thesis as
true, then one must admit that all theses, including the determinist
thesis, are effects of antecedent causes. It follows that whether
the thesis is true or false, one’s holding the thesis is wholly ex-
plicable in terms of antecedent causes. Thus the determinist and
his opponent are equally determined to hold the positions they do
hold. And so one’s assent to whichever position he holds has no
necessary relationship to the fact that one position is true and its
contradictory false.

Jordan does not deny that rational judgments have necessary
causal conditions. But he argues that if someone wishes to main-
tain that rational judgments have sufficient conditions he

. . would need to produce evidence which is seen to conform to
criteria of reasonable trustworthiness and which is recognized to
confer, by virtue of some principle of deductive or probable infer-
ence, certainty or sufficient probability upon it. But if the proposi-
tion [of the determinist] is true, this could never happen, for it
implies that whether anyone believes it and what he considers trust-
worthy evidence and acceptable principles of inference are deter-
mined altogether by conditions that have no assured congruence
with the proposition’s own merits or with criteria of sound argu-
mentation whose validity consists of more than that we accept them.®

Jordan’s point is that on determinist grounds the correspondence
between the truth of a proposition and the causal factors that de-
termine assent is accidental. Thus if determinism is true it is
never possible to ascertain whether any statement—including the
statement of determinism—is true.

A determinist undoubtedly would object that Jordan begs the
question by excluding ‘‘criteria of reasonable trustworthiness’’
from the set of factors legitimately determining assent. This ex-
clusion is obviously an assumption inherent in Jordan’s non-deter-
ministic point of view. A determinist could certainly find within
his framework some way of explaining the causal efficacy of the
factors that Jordan assumes determinism must exclude.

Adolf Griinbaum, for example, claims that the type of argu-
ment proposed by Jordan gratuitously assumes that if our beliefs
are caused, they are forced upon us. Such an assumption confuses
causation with compulsion and prevents proponents of the argu-

8 Ibid., pp. 53-54.
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ment from seeing that the decisive cause of the determinist’s belief
may very well be his awareness of the available evidence. Griin-
baum goes on to argue that the causal generation of a belief in no
way prevents it from being true:

In fact, if a given belief were not produced in us by definite causes,
we should have no reason to acecept that belief as a correct deserip-
tion of the world, rather than some other belief arbitrarily selected.
Far from making knowledge either adventitious or impossible, the
deterministic theory about the origin of our beliefs alone provides
the basis for thinking that our judgments of the world are or may
be true. Knowing and judging are indeed causal processes in which
the facts we judge are determining elements along with the cerebral
mechanism employed in their interpretation. It follows that although
the determinist’s assent to his own doctrine is caused or determined,
the truth of determinism is not jeopardized by this fact; if anything,
it is made credible.

More generally, both true beliefs and false beliefs have psycho-
logical causes. The differences between a true or warranted belief
and a false or unwarranted one must therefore be sought nof in
whether the belief in question is caused ; instead, the difference must
be sought in the particular character of the psychological causal
factors which issued in the entertaining of the belief; a warrantedly
held belief, which has the presumption of being true, is one to which
a person gave assent in response to awareness of supporting evidence.
[emphasis his] ¢

Griinbaum’s point is that determinism by no means implies that
the causes that determine one to hold a proposition true need ex-
clude criteria of reasonable trustworthiness.

Jordan, in his article, attempts to respond to a similar objec-
tion raised by A. J. Ayer.

Ayer contends that determinism is not self-defeating. He
holds that it is false to assume that acting from reasons is incom-
patible with acting from causes. Believing a proposition because
of certain brain processes and believing it because of certain ra-
tional grounds are not incompatible; the word ‘‘because’’ is used
in different senses that are not mutually destructive. Thus Ayer
can hold both that he would think differently if his brain were
constituted differently and that he actually thinks as he does for
the reasons he gives.

Ayer points out that a calculating machine can operate both
causally and according to logical laws. From this he draws the

¢ Griinbaum, ‘‘Free Will and the Laws of Human Behavior,”’ pp.
309-10; see also Wiggins, op. cit., p. 143.
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conclusion that the question of the adequacy of reasons for a belief
is independent of the question whether there are necessary and
sufficient conditions for that belief.’

Jordan replies to Ayer’s major contentions.

First, to the contention that an argument like Jordan’s as-
sumes the incompatibility of acting from reasons and from causes,
Jordan replies that no such assumption is made. Only the follow-
ing conditional statement is asserted: if our rational assessments
are causally determined, then we cannot know or rationally believe
that any judgment is correct.® But Jordan’s reply does not escape
the point of Ayer’s argument—that rational belief and causal de-
termination are not incompatible. The assumption that they are
is clearly implied by Jordan’s conditional statement.

In discussing Ayer’s example of a calculating machine, Jordan
states that if determinism is true, then there is only a fortuitous
connection between the conditions governing one’s belief and the
standards governing what ought to be believed. Calculating ma-
chines are built in conformity to such standards. If men are de-
termined as calculating machines are, there is no way to determine
whether human beliefs conform to such standards. On the deter-
minist hypothesis, Jordan says, if men ‘“make mistakes, they can-
not recognize them; if they believe themselves mistaken in any
instance, their belief is fortuitously correct if correct at all.”’®

As Griinbaum’s analysis makes clear, such a response is ques-
tion-begging. It assumes that a causally determined awareness of
the evidence cannot be among the factors that determine and alter
belief. Inreply Jordan might ask how on determinist grounds one
could know his belief to be true. A determinist could reply that
this question is nothing more than a demand for a deterministic
explanation of how our cognitional equipment happens to have a
capacity for achieving truth. This demand could be satisfied in
various ways—for example, by a scientific account of the survival-
value of this capacity.

Ayer also holds that the logical independence of the adequacy
of the reasons for a position from the causal conditions that deter-

? Ayer, op. cit., pp. 266-67; see also Laird, op. cit., p. 127.

8 Jordan, op. ¢it., pp. 60-61.

® Ibid., p. 62; cf. Wick, op. cit., pp. 534 and 537 ; and Kenner, op. cit.,
pp. 246-48.



8 J. M. BOYLE, JR.,, G. GRISEZ, AND O. TOLLEFSEN

mine belief in it shows the compatibility of reasons and causes.
Jordan argues in response that Ayer shifts his ground in the
course of his argument. If Jordan is correct, Ayer fails to con-
sider the relation between reasons and causes from the perspective
of the argument that determinism is self-defeating. This argu-
ment, after all, is concerned with how we can come to know about
the adequacy of our reasons.*

While it may be true that Ayer has not met the argument that
determinism is self-defeating on its own ground, we also think it
clear that Jordan begs the question by assuming, as he does, that
“good reasons’’ cannot be causally determined.

Such a confrontation of question-begging arguments shows
once more that the issue between determinists and their opponents
is difficult if not impossible to resolve. Whether difficult or im-
possible is the question we propose to investigate.

II

In this section we proceed as follows. First, we consider the
possibility that no attempt to resolve the freedom/determinism
controversy is necessary because both positions are meaningless.
Second, we clarify some meanings of ‘‘determinism.’”” Third, we
consider the view that even if determinism is meaningful, the
freedom/determinism controversy is ill-conceived and can be dis-
solved by showing the compatibility of the two views. Fourth, we
state the conditions which must be fulfilled if a self-referential
argument against determinism is to succeed.

If it could be shown that determinism is meaningless, then the
freedom/determinism controversy could be disposed of without
appealing to anything extrinsic to the determinist position itself.
This approach offers an attractive way of avoiding the whole
freedom/determinism problem without begging the question. But
before disposing of the dispute in this way, one should determine
precisely in what senses determinism might be said to be mean-
ingless.

One sense of ‘‘meaningless’’ is ‘‘formally inconsistent.”” But
simply to dismiss a position as formally inconsistent without speci-

10 Jordan, op. cit., pp. 62-63.
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fying the precise respect in which it is incoherent would be falla-
ciously vague. If someone specifies, however, the particular re-
spect in which some particular version of determinism is formally
incoherent, then that determinist must make the concessions neces-
sary to gain coherence. But the ultimate consequences for deter-
minism remain open.

Another way to argue that determinism is meaningless is to
claim that the application of determinism to human action is a
category mistake. For example, A. I. Melden argues that the
causal model cannot properly be applied to human action because
language about human actions is a logically different type than the
language of natural science. Any attempt to apply the language
of causality to actions can only lead to logical incoherence.™

Melden’s tactic fails, however, for two reasons. F'irst, even if
causal models are derived from natural science, it does not follow
that such models cannot both exclude self-determination and ex-
plain human actions without reducing them to mere physical
events.’” Second, a determinist might admit that there is a cat-
egory mistake in attempts to assimilate the language of action to
the language of nature, but might go on to argue that future scien-
tific discoveries will make it possible to dispense with the language
of action. It would then be possible to give a theoretically ade-
quate account of human behavior in causal terms.*

Another way to say that determinism is meaningless is to
claim that the terms in which it is stated lack reference. Someone
might argue that if the terms are to have reference it must be
possible to articulate criteria for deciding whether a given action
is determined or not determined.*

However, the expressions used in articulating determinism are
not peculiar to this context. They are imported to it from wider

A, 1. Melden, Free Action (London, 1961), pp. 171-97, especially

pp. 181-83.
1 See Stuart Hampshire, Freedom of the Individual (London, 1965),
p. 111

2 See Richard Rorty, ‘‘Mind-Body Identity, Privacy, and Cate-
gories,”” The Review of Metaphysics, XIX (1965), pp. 24-54.

4 See Max Black, ‘‘Making Something Happen,”’ in Sidney Hook,
ed., Determinism and Freedom (New York, 1958), pp. 42-45; MacIntyre,
op. cit., pp. 39-40.
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contexts of uses in which these expressions have been used in talk-
ing about the world. Of course, the employment of these expres-
sions is only straightforward and without difficulty in certain par-
adigm cases, and the criteria for their use cannot be articulated in
a clear-cut way for the whole family of possible uses. But the
same difficulty arises in all uses of language. We always find
paradigmatic uses related by way of family resemblances to less
obvious instances of use.

Still another sense of ‘‘meaningless’’ generates the following
objection. However meaningful determinism is as a restricted
thesis about a limited range of natural processes, it becomes mean-
ingless when generalized to extend to the entire range of natural
processes including human action.

It should be noted that any particular conceptual apparatus a
determinist uses has a legitimate employment in some limited area.
The extension of this apparatus to cover human action is not defec-
tive because of lack of data; the data of human action are there to
be explained. The only reason to object to the generalization
would be some a priori restriction upon generalization itself.*
Such a restriction must be either a stipulation or a truth-claim.

If it is a stipulation, then the person making it is merely say-
ing that he does not care to use language to make generalized deter-
ministic claims about human action.

But if it is a truth-claim it must be expressed in a formula, for
example: ‘“All attempts to generalize without restriction neces-
sarily lead to meaningless utterances.’’

This utterance is odd. Yet it is not syntactically incoherent;
we are not confronted with an example of purely formal nonsense
here. Nor does this utterance fall short of meaning on semantic
grounds, for there are attempts at unrestricted generalizations, of
which this utterance itself is one. Precisely what makes this utter-
ance odd is this self-referential feature of it.

This formula tries to exclude, on peril of nonsense, all at-
tempts at unrestricted generalization. But the utterance of the
formula, if it is to do its job, must make a claim that is unre-

15 See Bertrand Russell and Alfred North Whitehead, Principia
Mathematica, 2nd ed., Vol. I (Cambridge, 1927), pp. 37-38.
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strictedly general; it invites falsification by any single counter-
instance. And yet the attempted generalization involved in this
utterance is in fact given to us, and it is necessarily given to us
whenever the position itself is asserted. Thus whoever utters this
proposition, by that very act inevitably provides us at once both
with a proposition that is syntactically coherent and semantically
meaningful, and with a datum sufficient to falsify the proposition—
the very act of uttering it. The peculiar logic by which this propo-
sition and others like it might be said to ‘‘self-destruct’’ will be
spelled out below in the last part of this section.®

We now turn to the clarification of some meanings of ‘“deter-
minism.”” To begin this clarification we will briefly describe the
experience of choice and then indicate what determinists say about
this experience.

Most people would agree that they often find themselves in
situations in which they seem to be faced with alternative possible
courses of action. In such situations people usually look for some
factor that would settle which of the alternatives they will actually
carry out. Of course, the perception of any possibility as a real
alternative includes the awareness of a purpose for which that
course of action might be done. But no such purpose is under-
stood as sufficient to settle what will be done; if it were sufficient,
one would have no genuine alternative. And if one were aware of
any factor whatever sufficient to bring about his carrying through
one course of action, then he could no longer think any other course
of action really possible. But sometimes, at least, one is not aware
of any such factor, and then one feels—rightly or wrongly—it is
up to him which possibility will be realized; one thinks that
his choice alone will be the determining factor in the unsettled
situation.?

Most people may not be clear or even consistent in their under-
standing of their experience of their actions. But we think a fair
formulation of at least one aspect of that experience might be this:
‘““What I will do in this situation is really up to me. Whichever

1¢ See below, pp. 18-20.
" See Richard Taylor, Action and Purpose (Englewood Cliffs, New
Jersey, 1966), pp. 167-84.

















































































