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William James’s Indeterminism

· all of the stuff on page 294 concerning live and dead hypotheses, living and dead options, forced and avoidable options, momentous and trivial options is merely intended to indicate that one must choose one side or the other in the freewill/determinism debate.  For James, you are either a determinist or an indeterminist; there is no middle ground.  Thus, a choice is inevitable (think of Pascal’s wager.).  All of this by way of rejecting so-called “soft determinism.”

· “soft determinism” is a variety of compatibilism.  It holds that, although the whole universe is deterministic, there is some sense in which human choices/actions may be regarded as free.

· according to James, there is no rational, evidential solution to the problem of metaphysical freedom.  It is therefore our “passional nature” that must decide.  

James’s characterization of “hard determinism”

· the so-called “block universe”:  “[Determinism] professes that those parts of the universe already laid down absolutely appoint and decree what the other parts shall be.  The future has no ambiguous possibilities hidden in its womb:  the part we call the present is compatible with only one totality…. The whole is in each and every part” (295-96).

· the relationship between possibilities and actualities.  For determinists, the only possibilities are actualities/necessities.  Indeterminists argue that there are real possibilities that will never be actualized, but which really may be actualized right up until the moment when the choice is made.  (Monism versus pluralism re: possible worlds.)

· no fact can prove which of these positions (regarding the relationship of possibilities and actualities) is right since facts are always actualities.  What is precisely at issue is whether anything besides these is real.  “If we have no other evidence than the evidence of existing facts, the possibility-question must remain a mystery never to be cleared up.”

· it is not facts but our passional nature’s judgment as to which hypothesis renders the universe more rational that determines our stance on this matter.

· would the universe fall apart – become a “nulliverse” – if it wasn’t rigidly lawlike down to the last detail?

James’s thought experiment

· two possible worlds:  one in which he walks home via Divinity Ave., one in which he walks home via Oxford Street.

· determinists regard one of these possible worlds as in fact impossible.  But, there is no way to say which of these is impossible, which for some reason defies the laws of logic and physics.  “There would be absolutely no criterion by which we might judge one necessary and the other matter of chance.”

· determinists in hindsight will say that James couldn’t have gone home via Oxford Street.  However, James argues that it is dogmatism and not real evidence that leads them to so argue.

· the question, argues James, is theoretically insoluble.  However, he offers one practical reason for siding with indeterminism.

· we cannot escape regretting that some things occurred.  Regret is normative.  It means that we think that that event ought not to have occurred.  (James’s example of the murder at Brockton, for instance.)  However, if there was no other way for the universe to unfold, then it makes no sense (and might be a kind of blasphemy) to say that that event ought not to have occurred.  We therefore ought not to say that that event ought not to have occurred.  However, this too is normative. 

· as soon as we take a normative stance, we undercut determinism.  But we can’t avoid taking normative stances because we either adopt them towards events or towards our attitudes towards these events.  James describes this as a “seesaw”:  “The theoretic and the active life thus play a kind of seesaw with each other on the ground of evil.  The rise of either sends the other down.  Murder and treachery cannot be good without regret being bad:  regret cannot be good without treachery and murder being bad” (300).

· If we are going to be normative (and we are), then we must be pluralists about possible worlds.  “The great point is that possibilities are really here” (301).

· That is, the only metaphysical stance that supports normativity is indeterminism.  

