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DETERMINISM’'S DILEMMA
JAMES N. JORDAN

-
A\um: A ot apceaENTs acainsl the justifiabitity of believing
that determinism is tene, there i one of which wearly everyone
coems 1o bave heard. but about which little has been written,

e to show that any argoment

Thix is the line of avgument profe
for deteriinism ix “sell-defeating™ in the sense that, il il were
cound. the soumdness of no aroument whalever could bhe estab-
hird

lished . Something al least very much like it occars in the ']
Section of Nant's Foundations of the Melaphysics of Morals.
sis of the passage, indicales

11, 0. Paton, in his approving exeg
that this was indeed what Rant had in mind. Use ol iU is made,
without referenee to Kant, in articles by Ao B Taylor and Fionel
Keaner. Al il has lately been eriticized by AU 00 Ayver?

Here T propose to undertake a briel survey of the statements of
the argument given by these proponents, formulating and qualify-
ine us 1o what seems Lo me a sound sersion of il capable of
withstanding hoth \ver's eriticism and others thal | have develops
e, There mins=t be additional wass in which the same ar similar
point= can he expressed. Another review of kant, Paton, Tavlor,
and Kenoer would no doubt produce o somewhat different result,

U Raat, Foundations of the Melaphysics of Morals. trans. L. W, Beck
dadinnapotis. 1959 pp. 66-67. 0. b Palon, The Calegorical Imperafive,
Hlh Londan, 1HGSY, ppo 2080 2410 245, 248, 2, 2 L.
\. whor, “EFrecdony and Personality,” Phitosophy, NIV, 55 ol
passine: “Freedouy and Personality \gain.” Philosophy. AVHL 65 o104z
passim. L. Keoner, “Causality, Determinism, and Freedon of the Wi
Philusophy, NNXIN U CLOG0 L ppo 72180 A J0 Avers “Fatalism, " The
Coneept of a Person and Ofher Essays (London, 1463) . pp. 20 There
is o heiel statorend of the argument in b Garvin, 4 Modern Iullurhu tion lo
Ethies (Boston, 18531, po 73, whivh iz approvingly quoted by F. L Madden,
The Structure of Seientific Thought (Boston, 1960Y, p, 328 ()nl_\ Kenner's
arlticle is fisled as containing this arguoent in P Fdwards and A\ Pap’s
extensive hitlingraphy of writings on the problem of determinisn in their
Viodera Tntroduction (o Philasophy, vevised edition (New York, 165y,
pp. 05 Fhe above are all the published explicil statements of the
arrawent that 1 have been able to discover.
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Ayl that = clatmed Aln-r(‘ is that the argument advanced in this paper
i~ =ound and that it was suggested by certain statentents of theirs

There are many ways in which the thesis of delerminism k'i\.I;
he stated. The one taken here is perhaps the most common, viz.
that every event, including in partienlar every event in the ]‘ife o;

each person, has sullicient—-not only nee CRRATY— ~p(1tm Llensporal

or temporal antecedent or concomitant comditions (“eauses b,
Tosay thatan event of Lype A i a safficient condition of an eyent of
e Nis, as usaal, understood to wean that, at least as o malter
{uct, whenever an event ol type A happens, an event of Lipe X
ppens, cither simultancously or shortly afterwards. Aud to
~ay thal an event of 1ype B oix a neecessary condition of an event
ol hype Vissas usual, understood o wean thal events of tape v
never, al leastas o mattor of fact, occur without being .'u-vum{.):miml
i preceded by events of type B3
trront the deterministic thesis as so formulated, il follows not
onhy that the particular events in a person's hife have sufficient
canses, bul also thal they have sofficienl eanses that anledale his
Cheth I evers event has a suflicient cause. then the sufficient

secovents that oceur during one's lifeline are mienshers of one
rore series of sufficient canses which commenced long hefore
cwas horn, - Such is the view Lthal is of concern here, ‘Thm‘e is
aocneed 1o elaborate it further. For il is a matter of indifference
oo the determinisme-is-self-defeating arcmment how esact)y Lthe
“heredity and ensiron-

thesis is explicated, whether in terms of
. “eharacter and civeums-
ur any of the other factors that determinists have adineed
tecindicate the sort_of sufficient causes in tuestion.

ament,” Thrain and nervous  svstem
Sfane

Determinism is not consteued hore as predictability for the rea-
vothat, while iU may he log

taee

ally impossible o predict some

cach prediction, advances in human knowledoe *—
evoevent stll misrht be “determined”
Bewnt and neces

n the sense of having

=ary causal conditions. And thal there can
" . - VN . . - .
fonnestification for believing that all events are <o dotermined. if

“ Ve argument that not every prediction can be predicted is viven

Ve 2 il

,| P 260 RKarl Popper’s argument that the detailed crowth of
.\.IU\\|<‘L1,L'(‘ cannol be prediclted is sketched in The Porerly of

cismecBoston, 1957), pp. ixex. )

it
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they are, is the stronger conclusion which the argument advanced
here is held to establish.

Thiere are many ways in which the thesis of determinism, how-
ever staled, may be taken.  One may take it as a presupposition
of empirical inquiry, as a valuable regulative principle or meth-
odological rule, as a constitulive principle of human experience, as
a slateient of metaphysics, and so on.  But the argnnent Lo be
presented here is indifferent to the ways in which the deterministic
thesis might be taken. If the argument is soiind, it establishes
that there can be no recognizably good reason to lake the thesis
in any light or for any purpose unless it is false.  Of course, a view
whose uselulness could be defended only il it were false may still
have its uses.  The argument given here has nothing to say about
this. It does not imply that no one has the right lo entertain the
deterministic thesis as, say, a falsehood thai provides needed
encouragement to hehavioral scientists.  And inasmuch as the

arcument does not demonstrale that determinism is false, it has

nothing to say against even those who; knowing that the argu-
ments for deterniinism are sell-defeating, knowing that the sound-

ness of no arcument could be extablished if any argument for deter-
minisin were sound, accept the delerministic thesis anyway, on the
chance that their reasons for doing so are wood. The argument

does not deny that their reasons n
that they could have ascertuinably good reasons to think so.

I

In the Third Section of his Foundations, Kant says “we can-
not conceive of a reason which consciously responds to a bidding
from the oulside with respect to ils judgments, for then the subject
would altiibute the delermination of its power of judgment not

fo reason but to an impulse.”  “Reason,” he continues, “mwust-
) )

regard ilself as the author of its principles, independently of foreign
influences: consequently, as practical reason or as the will ot a
rational being, it must regard itself as free.” *

® Rant. p. 67. 1 should contend that Kant's arguments for iphe-

nomenal) determinism cannot be squared with the fmplications, which he
secms not lo have fully recognized, of the statement quoled.

icht be good. Tt denies only |
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It J. Paton provides the following exegesis for this passage:

1t applies most obhviously to a judgment which is the conclusion of an
argument. I every judgmient is defermined =olely by previous mental
events and nol by rational insight into a nes between preniisses and
conclusion independent of temporal succession, there can be no
difference between valid and invalid inference. belween reasoning and
mere association, and ulthnately there can be no truth.
determinism itsell could not Le accepled as true, nor could the argi-
ments in ils defence he aceepted as valid. . . . Any reason which is
conscious of itself as son must regard itsell as reasoning for as
forming its own conclusions) in accordance with ils own rational and
objective laws or principles, and not by the influence of any external
cause or bias, ... Weason must regard itsell as the author of it own
principles and as capable of functioning acrording to Lhese principles
independently of external influences.  This means, in Kant’s terminol-
ogy, that reason must regard itsell as free, both negatively and
positively, in the act of reasoning.* ) )

It seems to me that both Kant and Paton really suggest two
arcuments, one narrower and fuirly explicit, the other wider and
quite implicit.  The first appears clearly defective as a general
ceiticisme of deterministic views, hut the second can be developed
“otooa powerful arcoment of consideralile application.  Fach will

considered in turn.

+1) First, there is an attempt to show thal rational activily
cannol be accurately described in terms of conscious responses to
evternal causes, foreien influences, compulzive mental associa-

lions, ete. A ralional being is, by definition. one who recognizes
his ahility to judge in accordance with principles that are “his
own. " of which he ix somehow the “author,” in light of which he
i~ able to assess arguments and arrive at tested _';uﬂgmonls. If he
aere aware that his conclusions and principles of judgment were
Stermined Cfrom withoul.” he would not be aware of them as
his "aszent”™ to an argument’s conclusion would be a passive
wolion to <tates of affairs "outside”™ himsell and so less assent than
spitulations his “rational aclivity”™ would only be one way in
which hiz “character” knowingly responded to his “cireum-
stanees.” To say “we cannot conceive of a reason which con-
~eiously responds Lo a bidding from the oulside” therefore amounts

fPaton, p. 21X

clear and complete statements occur on the

sther pages cited in e initial foolnote.
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to this: it is contradiclory 1o say of one wha recognizes his ability -
to judge in accordance with hiis own principles both that he recog-
nizes this and that his judgmenls or rcasoned asscssments are
solely and consciously prompled by “foreign” stimuli.  There
could be no such thing as reason, that is) no one capable of regard-
ing himself as reasoning, if the sort of determinism in question
were true.  In that case, there could be no one capable of regard. 3
ing himsell as reasoning for determinism, and so “determinism
itself could not be accepled as true, nor could the arguments in it
defence be accepled as valid.” In fact, “there could be no differ-
. and ullimately there
can be no truth.”  So if the sort of determinism in yuestion were
true, no one would he capable of ascertaining that any argument
for it is sound, and in this way delerminism is self-defeating.

This argument does effectively indicate a profitable line of
criticism against any delerministic view which entails that one
conscious that all his judgments are responses to

2

ence between valid and invalid inference . .

is more or les
sullicient and necessary “biddings from lhe outside.” It seems
clear that one who would be conscious of this could not also be
conscious that his conclusions have been adopted by him on their

merits.  He would be aware that Wiz addption of them was com-"7
pulsive, in the nature of biases lhat frustraled his clear-headed-

ness, etc. But the argument is compatible with delerministic
theories which deny that the sullicient and necessary condilions
of rational judgment are conscious or need he felt as compulsive

intrusions. It bas been argned thal, far from denying one's expe-
rience of rational self-determination, a deterministic theory of this
“softer” type is necessary to an understanding of i. It is held
that, if our rational assessments do not have sufficient and neces-
sary causal conditions, they could only be random occurrences,
which is absurd; but the sufficient condilions ol rationality ave
certainly not felt as intrusive influences, warring with one’s “inner
sell” and inhibiting its sclf-determination. Our experience of
autonomy in rational judgment, it may he said, is incompatible
ic theory. What is

with only a grossly inadequate determinis
required is a betler theory, and agaiust that the argument in ques-
lion has nothing to say. :

The argument has other defecls as well.  Supposing that the
sort of determinism against which the argument is directed were

SETERMINISM'S DILEMMA 53

irue, would il follow that “there can be no difference hetween
valid and mvalid inference and x,1l’.im.'\Lo])' there can be no
pruth”?  In fact, would eithei of these things follow from the
yruth of any deterministic theory?  Surcly, it would not follow
from the {ruth of a determinislic theory that there is no truth.
If the argument that determinism s self-defeating is sound, it
would follow that, if determinism is true, no one would ever be
able to discover the truth or falsity, rational defensibility or in-
Jdefensibility, of any of his beliefs. But this is another matier.
For all such an argument would tell us, some deterministic theory
mav be true. Nor would it follow from the truth of any defer-
ministic theory that there is no difference between valid and in-
valid arguments. What does follow from the argument above
ix that, if the sort of delerminism against which it is directed is
{rue, no one is able tationally to assess an argument for validity.
‘Thix. too. is anolher malter, butl. one of great importance for
determinism-is-self-defeating arguments, as will he shown in some
detail. ’
2y Approaching Kanl’s argument and Palon’s exeg
nather perspective, one finds the su
ach wider in seope and more compelling than the one just con-
Jdered. Suppose thal our assessments of arguments are the
results of sufficient causal conditions whose complele statement
nnvolves no reference to “rational insight into a wvexus between
premises and conclusion,” no mention of judgment “in accordance
with objective laws or principles.”  Would it nol be mercly
fortuitous if our assessments were in accord with what “objective
laws or principles” prescribe as conditions for sound argumenta-
lion?  Let us admit that the sufficient conditions of rational jude-
ment need not he felt as compulsive foreign intrusions!  Would
“here not still be a problem about knowing when, if ever, our
sessments are rehiable, if their sufficient conditions are logically
wdifferent to eriteria of truth and validity?

Suppose we are asked to accept the proposition that all our
rational ussessments have suflicient—not just necessary—causal
conditions,  In order to show that we ought to believe this,
someone would need to produce evidence which s seen to conform

s from

estion of an argument

to eriterin of reasonable trustworlhiness and which is recognized
to canfer. by virtue of some principle of deductive or prohahle
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inference, certainty or sufficient probability upon it.  But if the
proposition is lrue, this could never happen, for it implies thats
whether anyone believes it and what he considers trustworthy
- evidence and acceptlable principles of inference are delermined
allogether by conditions that have no assured congruence with the
proposition’s own merits or with criteria of sound argumentation
whose validity consists of more than that we accept them.,
Whether we believe the proposition and what considerations we
underiake before making a decision depend simply on suﬂ‘lciemg
and necessary causal conditions that logically need not be, and
quite probably are nol, relevant Lo the issucs involved in assessing
propositions for truth and arguments for validity. If our uliona]g{
assessments are conditioned solely by factors whose exhaustive
statement would omit mention of the recognized accordance of our
deliberations with eriteria of trustworthy evidence and correct
inference, then the recognition of the relevance of these criteria is
either inefficacious or absent. Of course, one still might occa-
sionally believe what is true, bul this would always he the out-
come of happy circumstances, never of reasoned investigation.®
And if this is true of our rational assessment of any argument, it i
true of our attempts to determine the strengths and weaknesses of
any argument for the proposition in question.  If the latter is Lrue,
any argument for it is self-defeating, for it cntails that no argu-
ment can be known to be sound.  The result was tersely expressed
by A. F. Taylor: “Each of us, if we are to push the ‘determinist’
tlmm\ m its Iomca] conelusion, thinks what he does think, and that ;
all there is to be said on the matter; which of us thinks truly
is a question which, even if it has an intelligible meaning, is, and

s

elernally musi remain, withoul an answer. :
It is not immediately apparent in Paton’s statement what is -
supposed to be “independent of temporal succession.” Is it the

® “It’s all a maiter of luck. . . . All this is well known to psycho-
analysts.” J. Hospers, “What Means This Freedom™  Delerminism and
Freedom in the Age of Modern Science, ed. by S. Hook (New York, 1961),
pp- 175 126.
¢ Taylor, “Freedom and DPersonality,” p. 261. Very little of Taylor’s
two articles consists of analysis of this conlention. although he relies upon -
it heavily for dcxelopmﬂni of his other positive positions. The contention

is reiteraled on p. 218 of “Freedom and Personality.”
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Cpexus l)(‘l\\‘ecn premises and conclusion” or the “ralional
m-lf‘}“ On the surface, it is the former. But whatever their
more pdlhcuhx views on the nature of logical relations, both
determinists and nondeterminists may agree that it would at least
pe very queer to say that they are temporal. Modus ponens, for
justance, is nol a statement about a Lype of invariable sequence or
concomitunce which might not have been invariable, given any-
way what we mean by “implies,” “and,” “proposition,” and
“irue.”  Since this is not likely to be a matter of dispule, Paton
st mean that our recognition that an argumenl conforms to
inoical prin('iplcs is in some sensc alemporal.  Bul in what sense?
<urely our recognitions are dateable occurrences; one recognizes
.omething before this and alter thal, al one time rather than an-
other, not in a manner transcendentally timeless.  His point must
e that our recognitions of validily do nol have sufficient causal
conditions, even though these recognilions are themselves

teniporal.
This interprefation seems both to do justice to Paton and to be
in accord with the argument as so far developed.  One may accept
proposition as logically true because he recognizes ils logical
;th. Alternatively, one may affirm that a proposition is log-
ally true simply because that is what “heredity and environment”
<trongly or softly suggest that he aflirm.  But if determinism is
frue, recognizing a proposilion’s logical truth is always also a
madter of what, and only what, “heredity and environment” may
happen to suggest.  Now il is possible that “heredity and cuviron-
ment” are so heneficent as always o suggest the right things, and
il ix possible that, even if they do not, they should somelimes or
alwavs contrive that we fail to alliem their false suggestions; bul
seither of these is in the least Jikely, and even if either were likely,
~eondd not have any reason to think so, beyond whal “heredity
+d omvironment” themselves sugrgest.
ive suflicient causal conditions, such as “hevedity and environ-
ment.” any warrantahle acceptance of logical lruths and of argu-
ments as valid is impossible, and there can be no justifiable argu-
ment for any thesis, including delerminism.

Thercfore, i all events

Now . of course, the argument is capable of wider deployment
than this, as | expect hoth Kant and Paton would agrvee. It need
not be viewed as applying Lo the recognition of logical truths only,
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or to argunients as abiding by them. Ils essential point is that,
if determinism is true, we can have no reasonable assurance tha

any of our various criteria of truth or warranted assertability ar :
cogenl. Only an unbeliey able pre-established harmony could
insure thal whal “character and circumstances” give us to-believe
is in accord with what ought to be believed if we are to helieve
y. This holds for any theory of truth that does nol make truth
a function of “subjective passion.” If there is to be a distinction,
knowledgeably applicable by us, hetween justifiable belief and
hascless opinion, we must be in a posilion to assess our judgments
independently of “foreign influences,” felt or unfelt, and to do this
in recognized consonance with criteria thatiwe do not just happen
to have, but for which we can offer justification itsell free from
irrelovant, or nol assurably relevant, causal conditions. 3

truly

I

There are at least Inwo major Lypes of eriticism to which the
determinismi-is-self-defealing argument may appear o be open.
Both of them agree with the argument in holding that, in order to
justify one's helief in the conclusion of an argument, il is ir-
relevanl to appeal to the causes as such of one's belief; both insi
that one should instead appeal to those formal and material charac-
teristics of an arguinent that constitute ils soundness, to relevant
criterin of truth and validity and to the argument’s fulfillment of
them.  But both maintain that the argument that determinism is
self-defealing makes too much of this. The first criticism claims.]
that such rational actions as assessments of arguments would
simply be random occurrences, mere chanee events, if they did not
have suflicient causal conditions, if the reasons which govern and:
justify our conclusions were not themselves a species of cause
On this view, causal determination is a prerequisite of reason
guided activily, and to show that this is the case is to demonstrale
the fallaciousness of arguments Lthal assume or imply the contrary
The second criticism does not deny that reasons and causes are
different in kind, but it claims that the delerminism elf-
deleating argument wrongly supposés Lhat there is an incont
patibility between explaining the adoption of a beliel in terms of,
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<uflicient causes and justifying it in terms of reasous. To show
that the two are compatible would then demonstrate the fallacious-
ness of arguments that assune or imply the contrary.

An explicit eriticism of the second sort has ]:ccn‘advanco(i by
A, J. Ayer and will be examined in the next seclion. A critici:n)]
of the first sort can ecasily be generated from the i‘ollo\\-inrr méém
remarks of J. J. C. Smart: ’ B ,

Are we not ourselves “programmed”?  That is, on account of g
oenelic endmv_mcnl, together with certain cu\\'i}'onlllorxl-ll influe: (;H‘l
both when we were embryos and ever since, our br‘ail;s have }: ’(S
caused Lo have a cerlain structure.  They lheréfurc compute in '-'(?L'“
ways. People with cortain brain structures will make x"erl‘\‘m CILU' 'd‘l'“
and people with other brain structures will uake other rl(mirccloulw
It . .. [this] is taken to imply thal we do not have free will \\o n '
cox_;ccdc that we also do not have free will in the sense in \;'Iliclx ll;“
objector has in mind. It is not clear, however, what this sense i]'Ef
the free choice is supposed to be not deterministic and not ‘1 n‘mli?:
of pure chance in the way in which a quantum jump is su ;‘msc:d :l
be pure chance. 1L is supposed to be pure chance in. tiwl lscr se (;
“nol being determined” but the suggestion is that it is also n‘oL h‘)' *;"
{':\m]om and is “acting from reasons.”  [But] .. . m‘hnu‘ from II:Lxln( ‘
is not merely random precisely because it is also acling from m;:;v:?

Al least Lwo questions may pertinently be asked of this:
f'i can we have any reason lo helieve that we are “proa‘rammml”l
if we are, and (b} is “free will” unintelligible apart from so%no
<uch view of ourselves? If a negalive answer Lo the first que*tionl
ix established, this will have decisive results for our approarkh to
the second question.. Something more will he said ahout, this
But it is the chicf ¢ se]f-defcaliur‘r
argumen lo establish negative answers to questions like (a) an?)
it i this end that is so ably advanced by Lionel Kenner /i;y his
sticle, “Causality, Determinizm. and Freedom of the ill.” )

later,

of the determinisme-is

How, Kenner asks.* can we justify confidence in solutions
e by vfnnpulcrs? We must have either an independent cllccl;
n'l a machine’s particular solutions or some reason for believing
Uist the computer is adequately designed to give right answers L:J
the Iyvpes of questions with which it is plic“sentczl. Ofv course

se,

. Jo0oCooSmart, Between Seience Philos Y 1
b AT O e eelter ence and Philosophy (New York, 1968).
Kenner, p. 247, Kenner does not vefer to Ayer in his article.


















