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We are discussing a slightly different topic: the relationship between
decision-making (deliberation) and belief in determinism.
Today: We will discuss deliberation-incompatibilism: the view that there is a
conflict between believing in determinism and deliberation.
Next Lecture: We will discuss deliberation-compatibilism: the view that there is no
conflict between deliberation and belief in determinism.
Copies of these slides are up on my personal website tcpsolomon.com if you want
to refer back to them in future.
Please stop me if you don’t understand a term or definition.
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We are interested this week in practical deliberation or decision-making.
This is importantly distinct from theoretical deliberation.
The question that defines practical deliberation is “what shall I do”.
Some questions may be part of practical deliberation but are not definitive of it:
“what reasons do I have for doing A?”, “what would happen if I did A?”, “what is
the moral thing to do?”, and similar.
Most important the kind of deliberation we are interested in is not deliberation
about “whether P is true”.
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Deliberation-Incompatibilism: an agent cannot engage in rational deliberation while
believing that determinism is true.
To be more specific most deliberation-incompatibilists would claim that an agent
cannot engage in rational deliberation about some set of options {A1, A2, …, An}
while believing that it is already determined which of these options they will
choose.
This later condition is stronger than the simple determinism condition, because
which act I will perform at a time might already be determined without global
determinism obtaining (perhaps, for example, there is indeterminism in nuclear
decay, but it doesn’t affect anything I ever do).
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van Inwagen (1983, 154) provides the following very influential example
[somewhat modified]:
Imagine that you are in a room with two doors and that you believe one of the
doors to be unlocked and the other to be locked and impassable, though you have
no idea which is which; then attempt to imagine yourself deliberating about which
door to leave by.
van Inwagen claims that we could not deliberate in such a situation, because we
know that there is only one thing we can do in such a case—leave by whichever
door is unlocked.
Question: Can you think of any objections to van Inwagen’s claim?
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When discussing rational deliberation what is important is whether an agent’s
believing in determinism is compatible with rational deliberation.
Everyone agrees that rational deliberation is compatible with the actual truth of
determinism.
It is generally true that assessments of rationality are relative to an agent’s beliefs
not the actual facts.
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Another Note on Rationality
Rationality is a rather ambiguous word. In day-to-day contexts it is often roughly
synonymous with reasonable or intelligent.
Here we are interested in a more particular sense: namely consistency.
Deliberation-incompatibilists generally grant that an inconsistent determinist could
engage in deliberation.
But they insist that a consistent (rational) one could not, because deliberation
presupposes a belief in the falsity of determinism.
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The basic problem with the argument is that it confuses decision-making about
what to do with deliberation about what reasons there are for or against an option.
The former is the subject we are interested in. Though the latter may form a part of
the process involved in the former.
From here on in we will assume that deliberation always involves two or more
possible options.
The main question will be what sense of possibility is relevant to decision-making.
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The Basic Argument
P1: Practical deliberation is always comparative, requiring more than one possible
option.
P2: Rational deliberation requires believing that there is more than one possible
option.
P3: If determinism is true there is only one possible option.
P4: Rationally believing in determinism requires believing that there is only one
possible option.
C: Believing in determinism is incompatible with rational deliberation.
Question: Can anyone tell me which premise is the most important?
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So far we have been considering arguments for deliberation-incompatibilism which
appeal to the ability to do otherwise.
But whether or not the ability to do otherwise is compatible with determinism is
itself a controversial issue.
Another strategy for arguing in favour of deliberation-incompatibilism is to appeal
to the Consequence Argument.
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events in the remote past. But it is not up to us what went on before we were born,
and neither is it up to us what the laws of nature are. Therefore, the consequences of
these things (including our present acts) are not up to us (van Inwagen 1983, 16)
[emphasis added].
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The Consequence Argument
Argument from the consequence argument:
P1: If determinism is true then no one ever has a choice about what they will do (the
consequence argument)
There is a missing premise, can anyone tell me what it is?
P2: One cannot rationally deliberate about what one does not have a choice about.
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The Consequence Argument
Argument from the consequence argument:
P1: If determinism is true then no one ever has a choice about what they will do (the
consequence argument)
P2: P1 is knowable a priori—no fully rational agent could deny the consequence
argument.
P3: One cannot rationally deliberate about what one does not have a choice about.
C: One cannot rationally deliberate if one believes in determinism.
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Deliberation-Incompatibilism and Newton
Deliberation-Incompatibilists claim that the following three things cannot all hold:
1.
2.
3.

An agent believes that determinism is true.
That agent has consistent beliefs.
That agent engages in decision-making.

A prima facie problem is that many intelligent people, for example Isaac Newton,
have believed in determinism and engaged in decision-making.
Deliberation-incompatibilists probably don’t want to give up 3. But 1 and 2 are
easier to reject in such cases.
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Relationship with Moral Responsibility
This week we are interested in whether belief in determinism compatible with
rational decision-making.
This issue is logically separable from issues to do with moral responsibility: one
can combine any view on determinism and moral responsibility with any view on
determinism and practical deliberation.
However, some combinations may be more plausible than others.
How issues about practical deliberation and determinism interact with issues about
fatalism is less obvious. It will depend on how we understand the challenge of
fatalism.

Summing Up
The two door case and basic argument suggests that there is some incompatibility
between belief in determinism and rational deliberation.

Summing Up
The two door case and basic argument suggests that there is some incompatibility
between belief in determinism and rational deliberation.
The incompatibility is one of irrationality: any determinist deliberator would be
necessarily inconsistent.

Summing Up
The two door case and basic argument suggests that there is some incompatibility
between belief in determinism and rational deliberation.
The incompatibility is one of irrationality: any determinist deliberator would be
necessarily inconsistent.
Next lecture we will consider the response from deliberation-compatibilists who
claim that we can account for the intuitions behind the two door case and basic
argument without implying deliberation is incompatible with belief in determinism.
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