Reading 27.  William James, The Dilemma of Determinism 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Introduction 

1.
In his discussion of free will, why will James avoid the term “freedom”? 

2.
How does soft determinism differ from hard determinism? 


II.
Determinism and Indeterminism

1.
What is James’s definition of determinism? of indeterminism?

2.
Why is science unable to answer the question of whether determinism or indeterminism is true? 

3.
What ultimately causes a person to decide between determinism and indeterminism? 


III.
Determinism and Chance

1.
What attitude toward chance leads a person to accept determinism?

2.
What does James mean by “chance”? 

3.
What point does James make with his example of walking down Divinity Avenue or Oxford Street? 


IV.
Implications of Determinism 

1.
What is James’s example of an event that is “a bad moral fit” to the universe? 

2.
What does James mean by a “judgment of regret”? 

3.
If determinists make judgments of regret, why are they espousing a pessimistic view of the universe? 

4.
What is the only way for determinists to escape pessimism? 

5.
If determinists abandon judgments of regret, what “curious logical predicament” do they fall into? 


V.
 Conclusion 

1.
Why is it unreasonable for determinists to feel zest for acting in the right way and to blame themselves for acting in the wrong way?

2.
Why is indeterminism less irrational than determinism?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Could scientific evidence settle the question of whether determinism or indeterminism is true? 

2.
Is the universe irrational if it contains events that are not determined by preceding causes? 

3.
Does determinism imply a pessimistic view of the universe? 

4.
Is it logically consistent for a determinist to make judgments of regret? Is it psychologically consistent? 

5.
Is a universe that contains free choices better than a universe without free choices? 

For Further Reading

Campbell, C. A. On Selfhood and Godhood. New York: Macmillan, 1957. 436 pp. 


Lecture 9, “Has the Self a Free Will?” (pp. 158–79), argues that reflection on our personal experience of exerting moral effort shows that we have free will and moral responsibility because we could have chosen not to exert this effort. 

Hodgson, David. “A Plain Person’s Free Will.” Journal of Consciousness Studies 12 (January 2005): 3–19. 


Hodgson (a “plain person” in the sense of being neither a professional philosopher nor a cognitive scientist) rejects determinism and argues that human beings have free will and responsibility. 

Kane, Robert. “Libertarianism.” In John Martin Fischer and others, Four Views on Free Will, pp. 5–43. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007. 


Kane defends free will and moral responsibility and rejects determinism. 

Lehrer, Keith. “Can We Know That We Have Free Will by Introspection?” The Journal of Philosophy 57 (March 3, 1960): 145–57. 


Lehrer contends that introspection of our experience of deliberating about what to do shows that we have free will, and he responds to criticisms that have been raised against this kind of argument. 

Reid, Thomas. “Of the Liberty of Moral Agents” (excerpts). In Thomas Reid’s Inquiry and Essays, ed. Ronald E. Beanblossom and Keith Lehrer, pp. 323–51. Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1975. 
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