
Believing intentionally 

 

Abstract 

According to William Alston, we lack voluntary control over our propositional attitudes 

because we cannot believe intentionally, and we cannot believe intentionally because our will 

is not causally connected to belief formation. Against Alston, I argue that we can believe 

intentionally because our will is causally connected to belief formation. My defense of this 

claim is based on examples in which agents have reasons for and against believing p, 

deliberate on what attitude to take towards p, and subsequently acquire an attitude A towards 

p because they have decided to take attitude A. From the possibility of intentional belief, two 

conclusions follow. First, the kind of control we have over our propositional attitudes is 

direct; it is possible for us to believe at will. Second, the question of whether what we believe 

is under our control ultimately depends on whether our will itself is under our control. It is, 

therefore, a question of the metaphysics of free will.   
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Doxastic involuntarism 

According to doxastic involuntarism, our propositional attitudes—belief, disbelief, and 

suspension of judgment—are not under the control of our will. Absence of voluntary 

control can come about in two ways. First, one might be unable to do what one wants to do. 
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In this case, one cannot execute one’s will; one is lacking executional control. Second, one 

might not have control over one’s will itself. If so, one is lacking volitional control. Prisoners 

exhibit a lack of voluntary control due to the absence of executional control. They do not 

want to be in prison, but they cannot leave. Agents suffering from mental illness exhibit a 

lack of voluntary control due to the absence of volitional control. For example, people 

inflicted with mysophobia do not want to have, but cannot help having, an irresistible urge 

to wash their hands again just minutes after having washed them at an earlier time. As far as 

the activity of hand-washing is concerned, such agents do not have control over their will. 

Voluntary control, then, is a whole consisting of two parts. It is the coming together of both 

volitional and executional control.  

One way of arguing for doxastic involuntarism targets the volitional control condition. 

Mental illness is not the only obstacle to control over one’s will. Arguably, another one is 

causal determination. Incompatibilists claim that a causally determined will is not under the 

agent’s control. This claim opens the door to making a case for doxastic involuntarism via 

hard determinism: we lack voluntary control over our propositional attitudes because our 

will is causally determined. That is not the way doxastic involuntarism is typically defended. 

William Alston,  the chief proponent of the view, defends doxastic involuntarism on the 

ground that belief does not fit the model of intentional action.1 Belief does not fit that 

model, according to Alston, because it is psychologically impossible for us to acquire a 

particular propositional attitude by way of carrying out the intention to acquire it. Alston, 

then, rejects what may be called the thesis of doxastic intentionality: believing is like acting 

inasmuch as believing can be just as intentional as acting can. His rejection of that thesis is 

based on the claim that we lack the causal power needed for the will to connect with and 

                                                
1 See Alston (1989), especially p. 136. 
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exert control over belief formation. Alston takes this claim—the thesis of causal inefficacy—to 

be a contingent empirical fact, a fact that should be obvious to any philosopher regardless of 

what position they take on the metaphysics of free will.2 

In this paper, I defend the thesis of doxastic intentionality.3 My defense employs a 

twofold strategy. First, I argue that Alston’s argument against doxastic intentionality fails 

because the thesis of causal inefficacy is false. Second, I describe plausible cases of 

intentional belief. In defending the thesis of doxastic intentionality, I provide a limited 

defense of doxastic voluntarism. My defense is limited because the view cannot be fully 

endorsed without committing oneself to a highly controversial view on the metaphysics of 

free will: libertarianism, compatibilism, or agent causation. Without extensive argument, it 

cannot be ruled out that none of these views is true. Nevertheless, if the thesis of doxastic 

intentionality is shown to be true, this will go a long way towards defending doxastic 

voluntarism. For if there is such a thing as doxastic intentionality, then each of these theories 

will, in its own distinctive way, make room for control over our doxastic attitudes.4 That is, if 

the thesis of doxastic intentionality is true, then the only avenue towards blocking doxastic 

voluntarism will be that of hard determinism.    

 

Intentionality, voluntary control, and causal efficacy 

An instance of an agent’s behavior—an agent’s ϕ-ing—qualifies as an action, that is, as being 

under the agent’s voluntary control, only if it is intentional. Intentionality can be implicit or 

                                                
2 Alston explicitly states that, in arguing for doxastic involuntarism, he does not concern himself with free will 
or free action. See Alston (1989), p. 121. Thus what Alston means by ‘voluntary control’ is control through the 
will, not control over the will. He is concerned with executional control, not with volitional control. 
3 I first argued for the possibility of intentional belief in Steup (2012). Here I pursue the argument given in the 
2012 paper in greater detail and defend it against objections. 
4 For arguments to the effect that advocates of compatibilism cannot consistently reject doxastic voluntarism, 
see Steup (2000), (2008), and (2012). For recent critical responses to my arguments in support of this claim, see 
Booth (2009) and (2014), Peels (2014), and Schmitt (forthcoming).   
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explicit. An instance of ϕ-ing is explicitly intentional if, by way of ϕ-ing, the agent carries out 

an antecedently formed intention to ϕ. An instance of ϕ-ing is implicitly intentional if, 

although by ϕ-ing the agent does not carry out a prior intention to ϕ, there is nevertheless an 

intention somehow ‘in’ in the action.5 When we wonder whether we should go out for 

dinner or spend the evening at home, decide in favor of the former, and then drive to our 

favorite restaurant, we are acting with explicit intentionality. We are acting with implicit 

intentionality when we perform automatic actions. For example, when while driving to work 

we accelerate or step on the brakes, we rarely act out prior intentions. Nevertheless, 

accelerating and slowing down are intentional actions. An example of ϕ-ing 

unintentionally—that is, an example of a non-action—is sneezing. An agent who sneezes 

exhibits neither implicit nor explicit intentionality. Sneezing, therefore, does not qualify as an 

action. Other examples are perspiring when it is hot, and shaking and getting goose bumps 

when it is cold. None of these bodily behaviors can be done intentionally. None of them 

qualify as actions.6  

An agent’s ϕ-ing, then, is under the agent’s voluntary control only if it instantiates either 

implicit or explicit intentionality. All actions that are examples of the former meet the 

following necessary condition: they can also be examples of the latter. There is therefore the 

following connection between voluntary control and intentional action: an agent’s ϕ-ing is 

under the agent’s voluntary control only if it is possible for the agent to ϕ with explicit 

intentionality, that is, by way of carrying out a prior intention to ϕ. This condition of 

intentionality is built into the account of voluntary control stated above via the executional 

                                                
5 See Searle (1963), p. 85.  
6 One can, of course, intentionally put oneself in a situation in which one will sneeze. For example, one can on 
purpose inhale some dust, thereby making oneself sneeze. But from the fact that one can do that, it does not 
follow that, in sneezing, one carries out a prior intention to sneeze. 
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control condition, which, if appropriately spelled out, makes both the ability to act and the 

ability to refrain from acting a necessary condition of voluntary control:   

EC One has voluntary control over ϕ-ing → (i) one can ϕ if one decides to ϕ, 

and (ii) one can refrain from ϕ-ing if one decides to refrain from ϕ-ing.7 

EC can be restated as asserting a condition of intentionality: 

CI One has voluntary control over ϕ-ing → (i) one can intentionally ϕ, and (ii) 

one can intentionally refrain from ϕ-ing. 

If we apply CI to beliefs, we get the condition of doxastic intentionality: 

DI One has voluntary control over belief → (i) one can believe intentionally, and 

(ii) one can intentionally refrain from believing. 

According to Alston, belief cannot be voluntary because we can satisfy neither one of 

conditions (i) and (ii) in the consequent of DI. This is so, according to Alston, because, 

when it comes to belief formation, our will is not causally efficacious.  

Alston’s premise that intentionality and thus voluntary control require causal efficacy is 

exceedingly plausible. One cannot execute a decision to ϕ—that is, one cannot by ϕ-ing carry 

out the intention to ϕ—if one is lacking the causal power to bring about one’s ϕ-ing. For 

example, my grandfather had, via suitable neurological and muscular connections, the causal 

                                                
7 In his (1989), p. 123, Alston writes “If the sphere of my effective voluntary control does not extend both to A 
and to not-A, then it attaches to neither. If I don’t have the power to choose between A and not-A, then we are 
without sufficient reason to say that I did A at will, rather than just doing A, accompanied by a volition.” This 
passage reads almost like an endorsement of an incompatibilist notion of voluntary control. Thus Peels takes 
Alston to be endorsing a libertarian conception of voluntary control. See Peels (2014), p. 2. However, since 
Alston—see his (1989), p. 121—is explicit about not addressing the metaphysics of free will, the passage must 
be construed as being concerned solely with what I have called ‘executional control’. Cf. Chuard and 
Southwood (2009), p. 605. And as far as executional control is concerned, Alston is certainly right. One is free 
to do what one wants to do if and only if, should one decide to ϕ it is within one’s power to ϕ, and should one 
decide to refrain from ϕ–ing, it is within one’s power to refrain from ϕ-ing. Asserting this much is perfectly 
compatible with denying libertarian free will. Suppose, in deciding to ϕ, the agent’s will is not free. The 
question still arises: can the agent do what she wants to do? Alston’s point is that, no matter whether or not her 
will is free, she is free to do what she wants to do only if both is within her power: to ϕ and to refrain from ϕ–
ing. 



 6 

power to wiggle his ear. I do not have this ability. My grandfather could wiggle his ear 

intentionally. Lacking the causal power my grandfather possessed, I cannot intentionally 

wiggle my ear. There are also things nobody can do intentionally, for example initiating and 

stopping the secretion of gastric juices, and commencing and pausing cell metabolism.8 

There is no causal connection between these processes and the will. That is why such bodily 

behavior cannot take place intentionally.    

The stage has now been set for presenting Alston’s argument for doxastic involuntarism. 

It goes as follows:  

(1) If doxastic voluntarism is true, then intentional belief is possible.  

(2) If intentional belief is possible, then we have the causal power to acquire a 

particular propositional attitude towards p because we have decided to take 

that attitude.  

(3) We do not have such a causal power.  

(4) Intentional belief is not possible. [From 2 and 3.]  

(5) Doxastic voluntarism is false. [From 1 and 4.] 

With premises (1) and (2) being beyond reproach, the problematic premise is the third: 

Alston’s thesis of causal inefficacy. I will argue that this premise is false. But let us first see 

how Alston defends it.  

 

  

                                                
8 See Alston (1989), p. 122.   
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Alston’s argument for the thesis of causal inefficacy  

Alston defends the third premise with what we might call the alternative attitude test. He applies 

this test to two examples. To show that we have no basic voluntary control over our beliefs, 

Alston asks:9 

Can you now, just by deciding to do so, believe that the US is a colony of the United 

Kingdom?  

And to show that we do not have non-basic yet immediate control over our beliefs either, Alston 

asks the further question:10 

When you clearly perceive that it is raining, can you, just by deciding, drop the belief 

that it is raining? 

In response to each of these question, Alston thinks it is clear what the test reveals: it is not 

within our power to adopt the alternative attitudes that, in these examples, we attempt to 

adopt. You cannot now believe that the US is a colony of the UK, and you cannot disbelieve 

that it is raining when you clearly see that it is. The negative outcome of the test, according 

to Alston, establishes the following: “Volitions, decisions, or choosings don’t hook up with 

anything in the way of propositional attitude inauguration, just as they don’t hook up with 

the secretion of gastric juices or cell metabolism.”11 Alston’s point is that the will is causally 

disconnected from belief acquisition (propositional attitude inauguration) just as it is causally 

disconnected from the secretion of gastric juices or cell metabolism. Trying to believe that 

the US is a British colony, and trying not to believe it’s raining when you clearly see it is, 

                                                
9 By ‘basic’ control, Alston has in mind the kind of control one exerts when one moves one’s arm. To do so, 
one need not first do something else. Rather, one can move one’s arm at will. See Alston (1989), p. 119.   
10 We have, for example, non-basic yet immediate control over whether the light is on. Obviously, a volition by 
itself is not sufficient for turning on the light. But we can turn on the light in one uninterrupted intentional act 
by doing something else, namely flipping a switch. See ibid, p. 122. 
11 Ibid, p. 122.  
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reveals that this is so. One could easily fill pages enumerating examples similar to the two 

Alston describes. All such examples illustrate a general phenomenon: 

(i) When you have clear evidence of p, you cannot deliberately refrain from 

believing p.  

(ii) When you have clear evidence of ~p, you cannot deliberately believe p.  

(iii) When you have clear evidence of neither p nor ~p, you can neither 

deliberately believe nor deliberately disbelieve p. 

I will refer to this phenomenon as the datum. In a nutshell, the datum is that we cannot make 

ourselves believe contrary to the evidence. According to Alston, what explains the datum is 

causal inefficacy: our will is causally disconnected from the formation of propositional 

attitudes. Against Alston, I will argue that our will is in fact causally connected with belief 

formation. Therefore, his explanation of the datum is mistaken. What explains it is 

something else.   

 

Why Alston’s argument fails: the constrained will thesis  

Let us consider a preposterous argument for practical involuntarism: the thesis that we don’t 

have voluntary control over what we do. In a nutshell, the preposterous argument claims 

that we do not have voluntary control over our actions because our volitions, decisions and 

choosings do not causally hook up with our bodily behavior. The argument comes in two 

parts. The first goes as follows: 

The preposterous argument: Part I  

(1) If our will is causally disconnected from our bodily behavior, then our bodily 

behavior is not under the control of our will.  

(2) Our will is causally disconnected from our bodily behavior.  
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So: 

(3) Our bodily behavior is not under the control of our will.  

While the first premise is unproblematic, the second provokes bewilderment. The second 

part of the preposterous argument supplies us with a defense of it: 

The preposterous argument: Part II  

(4) I can now neither stick a knife in my hand nor walk in front of an oncoming 

truck.  

(5) The explanation of (4) is that my will is causally disconnected from my bodily 

behavior.  

So: 

(6) Since I am like everybody else in this regard, I have good reason to believe 

that our will is causally disconnected from our bodily behavior.  

(4) is certainly true. Just as there are things we cannot believe, there are things normal people 

cannot do. Sticking a knife in one’s hand and walking in front of an oncoming truck are just 

some examples among many. These are actions that are normally decisively opposed by 

prudential reasons.12 Other examples include enhancing your salary through criminal 

extortion, and expressing your disappointment with a low pay raise by killing your 

department chair. These are actions decisively opposed by moral reasons. To generalize, we 

cannot (normally) perform actions that are decisively opposed by either prudential or moral 

reason. So, in addition to the datum about belief introduced above—we cannot deliberately 

believe contrary to the evidence—there is also a datum about action: normally, we cannot 

                                                
12 I restrict this claim to normal cases for obvious reasons. Someone who is suicidal might be able to walk in 
front of an oncoming truck, and someone who whishes to impress others by demonstrating indifference to 
pain might be able to stick a knife in his hand.  
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deliberately act contrary to moral and prudential reason.13 According to (5), what explains it 

is causal inefficacy: the will is causally disconnected from our bodily behavior. If, for 

example, one decides to stick a knife in one’s hand, it will then turn out that one cannot do 

that—that one cannot execute one’s decision--because one’s will is not causally connected to 

the muscles and limbs needed for carrying out one’s intention.  

The preposterous argument is blatantly unsound. Its second premise falls victim to 

obvious counterexamples. Moreover, the second part of the preposterous argument clearly 

fails to provide a successful defense of the second premise. This failure is due to two 

reasons. First, the second part of the argument looks at only one datum, namely a datum that 

appears to demonstrate causal inefficacy. But there is another datum that clearly 

demonstrates causal efficacy. Second, as far as the former datum is concerned, the proffered 

explanation is false.  

The datum on which the preposterous argument relies is that we cannot do things that 

are obviously opposed by either prudential or moral reasons. Surely, though, it is an 

inexcusable mistake to restrict an examination of the question at hand—Do we have the 

causal power to control our bodily behavior?—to looking only at examples of things we 

cannot do. Instead, we should look at things we can do and in fact occasionally or even 

frequently do. Suppose, for example, I am eating a doughnut. My fingers hold the doughnut 

with a firm grip, my arm brings it to my mouth, I bite off a good chunk of it and start 

chewing. Each of these bodily activities is going on because it is initiated by my will. So, to 

find a convincing example of how the will is causally efficacious in bringing about bodily 

behavior, we have to look no further than a case of eating a doughnut. In fact, the 

                                                
13 The restriction to normal cases is necessary because psychopaths are not constrained by moral reasons, and 
agents prone to compulsive self-destruction are not constrained by considerations of self-interest in the way 
normal people are.  
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continuous string of innumerable intentional actions each person performs on any given day 

is evidence powerful enough to render the thesis of practical causal inefficacy ludicrous.  

Second, why is it that, normally, one cannot stick a knife in one’s hand? According to the 

preposterous argument, what explains this inability is the will’s being disconnected from 

bodily behavior. This explanation is obviously false. If, for example, we replace our hand 

with, say, a pumpkin, we get a different result. When on Halloween people stick knives in 

pumpkins to carve scary faces, obviously their will is connected to the muscles and limbs 

needed to get the job done. Moreover,  the correct explanation of the second datum comes 

readily to mind. Prudential reasons—considerations of self-interest—decisively oppose 

sticking a knife in one’s hand and therefore constrain one’s will. Thus one cannot, to begin 

with, make the decision to gratuitously injure oneself by sticking a knife in one’s hand. 

Likewise, you cannot respond to your anger at the department head by killing him because 

you cannot, to begin with, decide to do a thing as immoral as that. The point can be 

generalized. Our prudential and moral reasons effectively constrain our will. We cannot 

make decisions that, in an obvious way, go against what prudence and moral duty dictate. 

Call this the constrained will explanation. It, rather than the will’s causal inefficacy, is the correct 

explanation of the datum that normally one cannot deliberately act contrary to the obvious 

dictates of prudence and morality.  

So the preposterous argument for practical involuntarism fails, and it does so in two 

obvious way. First, it overlooks relevant examples that demonstrate causal efficacy. Second, 

for the examples claimed to support the thesis of causal inefficacy, the explanation offered is 

mistaken. I propose that Alston’s argument for doxastic involuntarism fails for analogous 

reasons. First, by resting his argument for causal inefficacy on cases revealing our inability to 

deliberately believe contrary to our evidence, Alston excludes from consideration cases that 
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support the opposite outcome, namely that our will is in fact causally efficacious when it 

comes to belief formation. What supports the opposite conclusion are cases in which agents, 

confronted with conflicting reasons, deliberate and make up their mind about what to 

believe.14 To discuss whether we have causal power over our propositional attitudes, these 

are the kind of cases we must focus on.  

Second, Alston’s explanation of the datum is mistaken. According to Alston, we cannot 

believe that the US is a colony of the UK, and we cannot refrain from believing that it is 

raining when we clearly perceive rain fall, because our will is causally disconnected from 

belief formation. But in fact, as I will argue in the next section, our will is connected to belief 

formation. Hence an alternative explanation is needed. As in cases where prudential or moral 

reasons constrain our will, the correct explanation is that we cannot, to begin with, make the 

requisite decisions. Normally, when the evidence clearly indicates that p is false, we cannot 

decide to believe p. And, normally, when the evidence clearly indicates that p is true, we 

cannot decide not to believe p. So the reason why we cannot believe that the US is a British 

colony is not that, if we decided to believe this, we could not execute that decision. Rather, 

the reason why we cannot believe this is that we cannot, to begin, decide to believe 

something as crazy as that.  

So in both the practical and the doxastic domain, our will is constrained by what reason 

in an obvious and decisive way dictates. Moral and prudential reasons constrain what 

practical decisions we can make. Epistemic reasons constrain what doxastic decisions we can 

                                                
14 It would be unfair to accuse Alston of having overlooked deliberation cases altogether. He does consider 
them, and he claims that they do not support the claim that belief can be intentional and thus under the control 
of our will. His primary argument for doxastic involuntarism, however, is based on cases in which our evidence 
is decisive and thus constrains our will. In subsequent sections further below, I respond to what Alston has to 
say about deliberation cases.  
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make. In this way, the two data we have considered are explained in an analogous and 

equally plausible way.15 

 

Causal efficacy and explicitly intentional belief 

So one reason why Alston’s argument is flawed is that his defense of the causal inefficacy 

thesis fails, for the datum to which he appeals does not show that our will is causally 

disconnected from belief formation. The other reason is that Alston focuses on the wrong 

kind of cases. In this section, I consider the kinds of cases that really matter for a discussion 

of whether we have the causal power to exert control over our propositional attitudes. These 

are cases in which our reasons for belief pull in different directions.  

Here is a first such case. Suppose that, upon returning to the spot in the parking garage 

where Carl parked his car, it turns out it isn’t there. Carl asks himself whether it has been 

stolen. His car is a brand new BMW, and it is no longer where he parked it. That is evidence 

to believe it has been stolen. On the other hand, Carl might misremember where he parked 

it. Perhaps he is confused about which level of the parking garage he was on when he left his 

car. Moreover, the garage is in a suburb in which car theft is a relatively rare occurrence. 

Finally, there is the possibility that Carl’s car was towed. Upon further reflection, Carl 

notices that he has a distinct and vivid memory of having parked his car on the second level, 

labeled Blue. And that’s the level he is now on. Moreover, Carl recalls that, just last week, he 

read a newspaper story about how theft of fancy European cars has expanded to suburban 

areas. In light of these considerations, Carl decides that his car has been stolen. His attitude 

changes from suspension of judgment to belief. Why? It so changes because Carl has decided 

to believe that his car was stolen. He made a decision about what to believe, and his decision 

                                                
15 It might be argued that, whereas the constrained reason explanation is correct for the second datum, causal 
inefficacy is the correct explanation of the first datum. For my response to this line of though, see Steup (2012).  
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effected a change in what he believes. We have, then, a counterexample to Alston’s thesis of 

causal inefficacy. 

A causally efficacious will produces, in normal cases, intentional behavior. When I ϕ 

because I have decided to ϕ, my ϕ-ing is caused by a prior intention and thus is intentional, 

unless the causal connection between my decision to ϕ and my ϕ-ing is deviant.16 Reasons 

for suspecting causal deviancy rarely obtain. Almost invariably, when I do something 

because I have decided to do it, I do it intentionally. This much is uncontroversial for action. 

I claim it also holds for belief. Having assessed his evidence, Carl believes that his car has 

been stolen, and Carl do so because he decided that his total evidence supports this 

proposition. Carl’s will is no less causally efficacious than it is when you take a walk in the 

park because you have decided to do so. And just as your walk in the park is an explicitly 

intentional action, Carl’s belief that his car has been stolen is an explicitly intentional 

propositional attitude. By walking you carry out the prior intention to take a walk. Likewise, 

by believing that his car has been stolen, Carl carries out the prior intention to believe that 

proposition. Just has the will’s causal power over bodily movements makes it possible for us 

to act intentionally, the will’s causal power over our propositional attitudes makes it possible 

for us to believe intentionally. 

Doxastic decisions in response to conflicting evidence provide us with a first type of case 

of explicitly intentional belief. In addition, there are four more types of cases in which the 

resolution of conflict results in the formation of explicitly intentional belief. Here is a second 

type of case. Sometimes we have conflicting beliefs. Suppose you believe p, q, and (p v q) → 

                                                
16 A well known example illustrating causal deviancy is due to Chisholm (1966), p. 37. Suppose a nephew is 
setting out to kill his uncle. Driving to his uncle’s house, he gets increasingly nervous, loses control over his car 
and runs over a pedestrian, thereby killing him. The pedestrian happens to be his uncle. The nephew’s act of 
killing his uncle was caused by his intention to kill him. But in killing his uncle, the nephew did not carry out a 
prior intention to do so. This shows that ‘being caused by an intention to ϕ’ is not sufficient for ϕ-ing 
intentionally.   
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r. You acquire strong evidence supporting ~r, prompting you to believe ~r. You notice that 

you now hold an inconsistent set of beliefs. You can resolve this conflict by abandoning p, 

or q, or (p v q) → r. In light of further considerations, you decide to drop p from your belief 

system. You change your attitude towards p because you have decided to do so. In no longer 

believing p, you carry out the intention to drop p from your belief system.17 

Third, sometimes there is a conflict between what the evidence indicates and what 

prudence demands. The prudent thing is to believe p, but the evidence either fails to support 

p or even supports ~p. Familiar examples involve people who find themselves in a dire 

predicament. Consider a couple of shipwrecked sailors stranded on a lifeboat far away from 

major shipping lines. While there is some chance of survival, the evidence strongly suggests 

that the sailors will perish in due course. Belief in survival will help to maximize whatever 

chance of rescue there is; belief in imminent death will torpedo such efforts. It is, therefore, 

prudent for the sailors to ignore the evidence and maintain a positive outlook. Reasonably, 

they refuse to believe they will soon be dead, and they adopt this attitude because they have 

decided to do so. They intentionally believe they will survive.18  

Fourth, sometimes there is a conflict between our evidence and what moral reasons 

demand. Consider a father whose son is accused of murder. While acknowledging the 

strength of the indicting evidence, the father considers it his moral duty to resist belief in his 

son’s guilt as long as his son refuses to confess. He suspends judgment because he has 

decided to do so. His attitude towards the proposition that his son committed murder is held 

intentionally.  

                                                
17 This case is due to Hans Rott, who described it in his talk “Negative Doxastic Voluntarism and the Concept 
of Belief” at the Workshop on Doxastic Agency & Epistemic Responsibility, Ruhr Universität Bochum (June 
1-2, 2014) .  
18 The possibility of believing for non-evidential reasons is explored and defended in Schleifer McCormick 
(2014).  
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Fifth, sometimes there is an emotional aversion to an attitude that is supported by one’s 

evidence. Consider a narcissistic university administrator who is convinced that he is well 

liked by other administrators and faculty members alike. Alas, a recent poll published in the 

student newspaper suggests otherwise. Since the possibility of not being well liked is 

repugnant to the administrator, he is initially quite rattled and disturbed but, after 

deliberation, judges the evidence to be inconclusive. He continues to believe he is well liked 

because he decided to do so. His propositional attitude is an example of explicit intentionality.  

Let us take stock. According to Alston, the model of intentional action does not apply to 

belief because our will is causally disconnected from belief formation. The cases I have 

described show that Alston is mistaken on both counts. In these cases, agents take a certain 

propositional attitude because they have decided to take that attitude. They could not do that 

unless their will was causally connected with their propositional attitudes. Since they adopt 

these attitudes because they have decided in favor of them, their attitudes are adopted 

intentionally. So belief is under the control of the will and therefore can be as intentional as 

action. Alston’s argument for doxastic involuntarism, it turns out, is unsound.  

It remains puzzling why Alston, and with him a good number of fellow doxastic 

involuntarists, are utterly convinced that propositional attitudes cannot be intentional. The 

explanation, I submit, is that all of them focus on the wrong type of cases, namely cases in 

which propositional attitudes are locked into place by the agent’s evidence. In such cases, 

there is no conflict, and thus there is no need for epistemic deliberation and doxastic 

decision making. They generate the misleading appearance that our attitudes simply happen 

to us, that they are, as it were, forced on us. As long as the discussion over belief control 

focuses on cases of this kind, doxastic intentionality is hidden from view. If we wish to avoid 

obscuring the disputed phenomenon behind a screen of smoke, we need to consider the 
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doxastic counterparts to the practical cases in which explicit intentionality most clearly 

manifests itself. In cases of this kind, agents choose among alternative attitudes towards a 

particular proposition. When our focus is properly directed towards examples in which 

agents take up propositional attitudes after deliberation, the psychological possibility of 

explicitly intentional belief clearly reveals itself.  

 

Implicitly intentional belief 

Alston’s argument rests on the premise that explicitly intentional belief is psychologically 

impossible for us. Against Alston and his fellow involuntarists, I have argued that explicitly 

intentional belief is psychologically possible and indeed exemplified in situations in which 

agents resolve doxastic conflict. But what about the vast number of cases in which our 

beliefs are spontaneous and automatic responses to the continuous flow of incoming 

evidence? It might be thought that such beliefs are as unintentional as cell metabolism and 

the secretion of gastric juices, and thus fall outside of the scope of intentionality. If that 

thought were correct, then a vast area of belief formation would be beyond our voluntary 

control, and thus, arguably, not within the scope of epistemic responsibility. Next, I will 

argue that this thought would be mistaken.  

Consider again automatic actions such as accelerating or slowing down while driving a 

car. When you step on the brakes because your leg is cramping, you are slowing down 

unintentionally. When you step on the brakes because you are approaching a red light, you 

are slowing down intentionally. What is the difference? Offering anything like an analysis in 

terms of necessary and sufficient condition (if such an analysis exists to begin with) is 

impossible in the present context. I will therefore approach the issue using a fallible but 

nevertheless useful test. Depending on its outcome, the test provides us either with evidence 
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of intentionality or with evidence of unintentional behavior. Here is the test: What would an 

agent’s sincere answer be when asked “Did you mean to do what you just did?” Suppose, 

after slowing down while approaching a red traffic light, someone asks you that question. In 

normal cases, you would of course say ‘yes’. In deviant cases like that of having stepped on 

the brakes because your leg was cramping, you would say ‘no’.   

Now consider a typical episode of forming a perceptual belief, say the belief that the 

traffic light in front of you is on red. No doubt, the question “Do you mean to believe that?” 

is a bit odd. But that does not mean that it fails to make sense, or that there is no answer to 

it. In fact, there is an answer to it, namely that you do mean to believe the light is red in just 

the same way in which you mean to slow down after noticing the red light. After all, if you 

decided the traffic light merely appears to be on red because the red position is reflecting 

bright sunlight, you would not believe the light is on red, just as you would not be slowing 

down if you decided to cross the intersection although the light is on red.  

When tested in this way, nearly all of our beliefs turn out to be implicitly intentional. If 

you decided to drop them, you could do so. The fact is that you have no reason to drop 

them. They enjoy your implicit endorsement. Contingent on this endorsement, they remain 

members of your doxastic system. Of course not all beliefs exhibit such implicit 

intentionality. Some beliefs are akin to the example of stepping on the brakes because your 

leg is cramping. A mysophobe might believe that there are dangerous germs on his hand 

even though he does not want to believe this. He just cannot help it. Similarly, an 

agoraphobe might believe, without meaning to believe this, that the world outside his 

apartment is fraught with unbearable risk. To generalize, cases of mental illness—cases in 

which agents cannot help believing crazy stuff—involve beliefs that go against the agent’s 

better judgment. Mentally ill agents do not want to have these beliefs, but they are stuck with 
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them. Such beliefs are the doxastic counterparts to cramping legs and twitching eye lids. Like 

such bodily behavior, they are unintentional. Alas, involuntary beliefs of this kind are rare. 

The vast majority of our beliefs are consistent with our better judgment. We endorse them; 

we mean to have them. Unlike beliefs originating in mental illness, hypnosis, or brain lesions, 

they are implicitly intentional in the same way in which automatic actions are.19  

This is an important result. For behavior that is implicitly intentional is behavior that is 

under the agent’s control. Consider an ordinary perceptual belief, say the belief that there is a 

tree in front of you. This belief is implicitly intentional because, if you were to reflect on 

whether you should retain it, it would receive your seal of approval. You would certainly not 

judge that you somehow got stuck with that belief against your will. Moreover, if you were 

confronted with plausible reasons to the effect that you are at present highly likely to have 

hallucinatory tree experiences, you could withhold approval and decide to suspend 

judgment. This point applies to nearly all of our beliefs. Almost every belief is such that, 

when confronted with plausible counter evidence, we can reject it, or alternatively retain it if 

we deem the presented counter evidence too weak. In this way, propositional attitudes that 

are merely implicitly intentional can be replaced with attitudes that are explicitly intentional. 

Thus the worry that the scope of explicit intentionality, and thus voluntary control, is limited 

to a rather small and limited area of belief formation is unwarranted. 

 

Alston’s causal irrelevance objection 

According to the view I have proposed, it is psychologically possible for us to acquire a 

propositional attitude A by way of carrying out the intention to adopt attitude A. We acquire 

or sustain propositional attitudes in just this way in cases in which we deliberate about what 

                                                
19 Obviously, the issue of implicit intentionality is complex and deserving of in-depth examination that goes 
well beyond the few thoughts I offer in this section. For further discussion, see Steup (2012), section 7.  
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to believe and conclude our deliberation with a doxastic decision. The perhaps most serious 

objection to this view asserts that the attitude taken after deliberation is not caused by any 

doxastic intention and thus is not intentionally formed. Alston articulates the key thought as 

follows:  

Although in these cases the supporting considerations are seen as less conclusive, 

here too the belief follows automatically, without intervention by the will, from the way things seem 

at the moment to the subject. In the cases of (subjective) certainty belief is determined by 

that sense of certainty, or, alternatively, by what leads to it, the sensory experience or 

whatever: in the cases of (subjective) uncertainty belief is still determined by what 

plays an analogous role, the sense that one alternative is more likely than the others, 

or by what leads to that.20 

The thought Alston expresses here involves two points: 

(i) The belief follows automatically from the way things seem at the moment to 

the subject.  

(ii) The belief follows from the way things seem at the moment to the subject 

without an intervention of the will.  

I will refer to the way things seem to the subject at the moment as the normative seeming, since 

it is a seeming about what the subject thinks she ought to believe. It is obvious that the 

normative seeming plays a causal role in the transition from the deliberation to the 

acquisition of the belief. But why think that the normative seeming’s causal role obviates the 

need for a doxastic intention to play a causal role as well? Alston’s answer to this question is 

that the belief follows automatically from the normative seeming. Since it follows 

automatically, an intervention of the will—i.e., the formation of a doxastic intention—is not 

                                                
20 Alston (1988), p. 125.  
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needed. Now, exactly what does it mean to say that ‘the belief follows automatically’ from 

the seeming? What Alston has in mind, I take it, is that the normative seeming is causally 

sufficient to bring about the belief the subject acquires after the deliberation is concluded. 

Precisely because the normative seeming is causally sufficient, there is no causal role to play 

for any doxastic intention. We may, then, condense Alston’s key thought into the following 

statement: 

Causal irrelevance 

When a subject acquires a propositional attitude A after deliberation, there is no 

causal role to play for any intention to acquire attitude A because the subject’s 

normative seeming is causally sufficient for the formation of attitude A.  

Before I state my reply to the causal irrelevance objection, one further clarification is needed. 

Alston’s point that belief acquired as the outcome of deliberation involves no intervention of 

the will—i.e. is not intentionally acquired—allows for two different interpretations. One is 

ontological. Since deliberations about what to believe never involve any doxastic intentions, 

we should conclude that doxastic intentions do not exist. According to the other 

interpretation, it might very well be that an agent who deliberates about what to believe 

makes a decision about what to believe, that is, forms a doxastic intention. But such an 

intention is but a freely spinning wheel that does not engage any causal gears. Therefore, 

even in a case in which a doxastic intention is present, the attitude taken after deliberation is 

not intentionally taken. There are, then, two versions of the causal irrelevance objection:  

The argument for the non-existence of doxastic decisions 

(1) A subject’s normative seeming is sufficient for the propositional attitude taken 

after deliberation.  

Therefore: 
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(2) Doxastic intentions do not exist.  

Therefore: 

(3) The attitude acquired after deliberation is non-intentional. 

The doxastic-decisions-are-a-fifth-wheel argument 

(1) A subject’s normative seeming is sufficient for the propositional attitude taken 

after deliberation.  

Therefore: 

(4) Doxastic decisions are a mere fifth wheel; they play no causal role. 

Therefore: 

(3) The attitude acquired after deliberation is non-intentional. 

The problem with these arguments is that they threaten also the existence and causal efficacy 

of practical intentions. Applying the reasoning that drives the causal irrelevance objection to 

practical deliberation, the Alstonian causal irrelevance objection goes as follows:  

In cases in which an action is obviously dictated by prudential or practical reasons, 

the action follows automatically, without an intervention of the will. In cases in 

which opposing reasons allow for deliberation about which course of action to take, 

the supporting considerations may seem less conclusive. But here, too, the action 

follows automatically, without an intervention by the will, from the way things seem 

at the moment to the subject.  

Again, we get a non-existence version and a fifth-wheel version of the objection: 

The argument for the non-existence of practical decisions 

(5) A subject’s normative seeming is sufficient for the action taken after 

deliberation.  

Therefore:  
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(6) Practical intentions do not exist.  

Therefore:  

(7) The action performed after deliberation is non-intentional. 

The practical-decisions-are-a-fifth-wheel argument 

(5) A subject’s normative seeming is sufficient for the propositional attitude taken 

after deliberation.  

Therefore:  

(8) A practical intention is a mere fifth wheel; it plays no causal role. 

Therefore: 

(7) An action performed after deliberation is non-intentional. 

These two arguments are clearly unsound. It is obvious and uncontroversial that, on 

countless occasions every single day, we do things because we decided to do them. So both 

the non-existence version and the fifth wheel version of the causal irrelevance objection, 

when applied to practical deliberation, yield an obviously false conclusion, namely (7), from 

an obviously false premise. Practical decisions do exist, and they are causally efficacious. So 

(6) and (8) are clearly false. Now, (6) and (8) are supposed to follow from (5). Since (6) and 

(8) are obviously false, (5) is called into doubt. And, upon reflection, (5) turns out to be false 

as well. When an agent acts after deliberation, the agent’s normative seeming at the 

deliberation’s conclusion is not causally sufficient for the subsequent action. There are, after 

all, many cases in which it seems to an agent she should ϕ but the agent fails to ϕ. So the 

Alstonian causal irrelevance line badly fails when applied to practical deliberation.  

It follows that those who nevertheless wish to apply the Alstonian line to doxastic 

deliberation are confronted with a serious challenge. They must explain why it is that, 

whereas normative seemings in practical deliberation are clearly not causally sufficient for the 
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subsequent action, normative seemings in doxastic deliberation are causally sufficient for the 

subsequent belief. What explains the discrepancy? As long as the causal irrelevance objection 

is not supplemented with a satisfactory answer to this question, the objection remains 

unacceptably ad hoc. 21 

 

Booth’s Rejection of Doxastic Intentionality 

In response to my car theft example, Anthony Booth has argued that I have failed to show 

that we must think of the case as one in which the belief “My car has been stolen” is caused 

by a decision or intention to believe this.22 In general terms, his point is that we can go 

directly from the agent’s assessment of her evidence regarding p—expressed by the thought 

‘I have good reasons in support of p’—to the formation of the belief that p. An intervening 

volition or decision is not needed. Booth’s objection echoes Alston’s causal irrelevance 

argument. In reply to Booth, I will do two things. First, I will expand on my response to 

Alston’s argument. Second, I will try to rise to the challenge and explain why we must think 

of the car theft case as one that involves the formation of a doxastic intention. 

The problem with Alston’s causal irrelevance objection is that it backfires when applied 

to cases of practical deliberation. Suppose Walter considers whether to take a walk in the 

park. There are some reasons in favor of, and some reasons against, taking a walk. He 

concludes that he ought to take a walk. He puts on his coat and heads for the park. Focusing 

on this example reveals two important points. First, if we apply Booth’s reasoning to Walter, 

we end up analyzing away Walter’s decision to take a walk. The Boothean argument, applied 

to the case at hand, goes thus: we can go directly from Walter’s assessment of his reasons—

                                                
21 Another objection to my defense of intentionality is that the phenomenology of action and that of belief 
differ. We are frequently aware of intentions to act, but we are never aware of intentions to form a particular 
attitude. For my response to this objection, see Steup (2012), pp. 158-161. 
22 Booth (2014).  
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expressed by the thought ‘I have good reasons in favor of taking a walk’—to the 

subsequently performed action, namely the walk in the park. As in the doxastic case, an 

intervening act of the will in the form of a decision or intention is not needed. Surely, that is 

not a happy outcome. Walter’s walk in the park is an example of intentional behavior. So we 

must think of Walter’s deliberation as concluding in the formation of an intention. 

Moreover, we can easily imagine that Walter concludes his deliberation with the thought that 

he ought to take a walk but, due to being tired, fails to form the intention to go to the park. 

Clearly, then, the thought that he has good reasons to take a walk is not sufficient for the 

occurrence of the subsequent action. Had Walter decided not to take a walk although it 

seems to him he ought to take a walk, he would not have taken a walk. 

Likewise, Carl’s thought that he has good reasons to believe that his car has been stolen 

is not sufficient for the occurrence of the subsequent belief. Although he concluded that his 

total evidence supported car theft, he might nevertheless have decided not to believe that his 

car has been stolen. In that case, he would not have formed the belief that his car was stolen. 

For example, we can easily imagine a variation of the case in which the prospect of having to 

deal with the repercussions of car theft is unpleasant to Carl to such a degree that, even 

though he recognizes he has good reasons to believe his car has been stolen, he refrains 

from making a decision in favor of believing this. The general point is that agents do not 

always end up believing what they recognize they should believe, just as they do not always 

end up doing what they recognize they should be doing. In either case, a volition or 

intention plays an essential role in the causal history of what the agent does, or which 

attitude she takes, after her antecedent deliberation is concluded.  

The issue at hand concerns the nature of reasoning and its relation to agency. Decisions 

are made in response to reasons. Responding to practical reasons, we make decisions about 
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what to do. Philosophers who deny the existence of doxastic intentionality claim that, when 

we respond to epistemic reasons, we cannot not make decisions. Rather, we go directly from 

reasoning to the formation of propositional attitudes, without any volitional intervention. 

That claim is mysterious. Why would it be that, in responding to practical reasons, we can 

make decisions about what to do, but in responding to epistemic reasons, we cannot make 

decisions about what to believe? The claimed discrepancy is baffling. Without a principled 

explanation of that discrepancy, the causal irrelevance objection carries no weight. 

Why, then, must we think of propositional attitudes formed after deliberation as a way of 

ϕ–ing intentionally? Here is my answer to this question. If we eliminate intentionality from 

the process of deliberate belief formation, we end up with a fractured, bifurcated account of 

reasoning and agency. According to the bifurcated account, causally efficacious intentions 

can be formed in response to practical reasons, but not in response to epistemic reasons. 

This picture of reasoning and agency is baffling and incoherent. I see no compelling reason 

in support of it. If instead one prefers a unified and coherent account of reasoning and 

agency, then one must think of propositional attitudes acquired after deliberation as the 

causal effect of antecedently formed intentions. Having a coherent account of reasoning and 

agency demands that we not remove the agent and her will from the process of belief 

formation.    

Booth also raises the interesting objection that, if we think that belief following 

antecedent deliberation is intentional, then we are forced to count as intentional emotional 

states acquired after antecedent deliberation. But emotions are clearly not intentional 

attitudes. So my argument for doxastic intentionality leads to an initially unforeseen and 

unacceptable consequence.23 My response to this objection is that, neglecting rare 

                                                
23 Ibid. 
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exceptions, emotions are not susceptible to being influenced by reasoning and deliberation. 

Thus, they don’t follow antecedent deliberation in the required sense. Whereas propositional 

attitudes can be caused by antecedent reasoning about what to believe, typically emotional 

states cannot be caused by antecedent reasoning about what to feel. Now, my argument in 

support of doxastic intentionality is that belief counts as intentional precisely when it is 

caused by antecedent deliberation. Clearly, then, my argument does not have the undesirable 

consequence of bringing typical emotions within the scope of intentionality. Of course, there 

are exceptions. Trained actors might be able to cause themselves to be in certain emotional 

states. I see no problem in claiming that, when actors do that, the emotions in question are 

intentional.  

 

Peels’ up-to-me-versus-not-up-to-me argument 

In response to the defense of doxastic intentionality in my (2012), Peels has argued that 

there are two important disanalogies between practical and doxastic deliberation cases.24 

Here is the first. At the conclusion of an episode of doxastic deliberation, I must adopt the 

propositional attitude I take my evidence to mandate. But at the conclusion of an episode of 

practical deliberation, it is still up to me whether to perform the action I take my practical 

reasons to recommend. The second disanalogy is that, when an episode of practical 

deliberation is concluded with an intention to perform a certain action, it is up to me when to 

perform that action. In can then perform that action now or later. In contrast, when an 

episode of doxastic deliberation is concluded, it is not up to me when to adopt what I take to 

be the mandated propositional attitude. Unable to delay its formation, I must take it right 

                                                
24 Peels (2014), pp. 20-21. 
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then and there. In this section, I reply to the first of these arguments. I will discuss the 

second in the next section.  

Peels’ argument that up-to-me-ness amounts to a crucial difference between doxastic and 

practical deliberation rests the following two premises:  

(1) At the end of an episode of practical deliberation concluding in the judgment 

that I ought to ϕ, it is up to me whether or not to ϕ. 

(2) At the end of an episode of doxastic deliberation concluding in the judgment 

that I ought to believe that p, it is not up to me whether or not to believe that p.   

On the face of it, these premises are plausible. When, after considering all relevant evidence, 

I conclude that my car has been stolen, I cannot then revise my erstwhile decision and refuse 

to believe that my car has been stolen. It is then not up to me which attitude to adopt on this 

matter. But after Walter decides to take a walk in the park, he can afterwards still change his 

mind and refrain from taking a walk in the park. Initial plausibility notwithstanding, Peels’ 

argument does not hold up to close examination.  

To begin with, it is not clear which conclusion premises (1) and (2) are supposed to 

support. There are two targets to choose from: doxastic intentionality and doxastic control. 

We must consider, therefore, two different conclusions: 

C1 Actions performed after deliberation are intentional, propositional attitudes 

taken after deliberation are not.  

C2 Actions performed after deliberation are under the agent’s voluntary control, 

propositional attitudes taken after deliberation are not.  

C1 does not follow from premises (1) and (2). Intentionality is compatible with the absence 

of up-to-me-ness, however that problematic notion is construed. Consider mysophobe Mel 

and compare him with Walter, who after deliberation took a walk in the park. At 3:46 in the 
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afternoon, Mel considers whether to wash his hands again. Deciding that he must, he heads 

for the bathroom. After deciding to take a walk, it’s up to Walter to change his mind and not 

take a walk. After deciding to wash his hands, it’s not up to Mel to change his mind and not 

wash his hands. The mental illness from which Mel suffers prevents him from being free in 

this regard. Clearly, though, from the fact that it’s not up to Mel whether to wash his hands, 

it does not follow that his subsequent action of washing his hands is not intentional. 

Intentionality is a necessary condition of up-to-me-ness, but up-to-me-ness is not a 

necessary condition of intentionality. Thus Mel’s hand washing is no less intentional than 

Walter’s walk in the park.  

Whether C2 follows from premises (1) and (2) is a bit more complicated. Lacking the 

space for extensive discussion, I will only briefly explain why I deny that (1) and (2) support 

C2. Up-to-me-ness is the same as volitional control: control over one’s own will. 

Compatibilists and libertarians disagree on what such control requires. Compatibilists hold 

that a decision is under one’s control if, and only if, it has a good (i.e., control-enabling) 

causal history. Libertarians hold that a decision is under one’s control if, and only if, one 

could have decided otherwise under exactly the same circumstances. If compatibilism is true, 

premises (1) and (2) must be understood thus: 

(1com) When, after an episode of practical deliberation concluding in the judgment 

‘I ought to ϕ’, an agent decides to ϕ, then the agent’s decision typically has a 

good causal history.  

(2com) When, after an episode of doxastic deliberation concluding in the judgment ‘I 

ought to believe that p’, an agent decides to believe that p, then the agent’s 

decision never has a good causal history.  
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In short, the point would have to be that, whereas in practical deliberation the conditions for 

control enabling causation frequently obtain, they never obtain during deliberation about 

what to believe. However, deliberations about what to believe typically involve 

responsiveness to one’s evidence. Within a compatibilist framework, causation via 

responding to one’s evidence qualifies as exactly the kind of causation that does not block 

but enable control. Hence, if compatibilism is true, (2com) is false.25  

If libertarianism is true, premises (1) and (2) must be construed thus: 

(1lib) When, after an episode of practical deliberation concluding in the judgment 

‘I ought to ϕ’, an agent decides to ϕ, then the agent could at least sometimes 

have decided otherwise.  

(2lib) When, after an episode of doxastic deliberation concluding in the judgment ‘I 

ought to believe that p’, an agent decides to believe that p, then the agent 

could never have decided otherwise. 

In short, the conjunction of (1lib) and (2lib) asserts the following contrast: whereas practical 

deliberation at least sometimes generates conditions sufficient for free will in the libertarian 

sense, doxastic deliberation never does. On the face of it, I find this assertion implausible. I 

would find it surprising if reasoning about what to do and reasoning about what to believe 

were to differ in this way. However, without a detailed account of exactly when the will is free 

in the libertarian sense, the truth value of this assertion is difficult to assess.26 Thus, if Peels 

argument is based on a libertarian construal of up-to-me-ness, then my response to it is that 

it is incomplete. Until it is supplemented with an account of the conditions under which 

                                                
25 For detailed arguments to this effect, see Steup (2000), (2008), and (2012).  
26 For an excellent discussion of when, if libertarianism is true, the will is free, see Van Inwagen (2005). 
According to Van Inwagen, libertarian free will is possible only when an agent experiences conflicting reasons 
or motivations. On this approach, it is difficult to see why epistemic reasoning should be barred from affording 
agents the opportunity for libertarian decision making. Epistemic reasons can, after all, come into conflict with 
each other just as much practical reasons.    
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libertarian free will is possible, it fails to put pressure on the view that, if reasoning about 

what to do allows for libertarian free will, so does reasoning about what to believe.  

 

Peels’ delay argument 

Another objection of Peels’ to my claim that belief can be explicitly intentional goes as 

follows. When I deliberate about whether to take a walk and conclude my deliberation with a 

decision to take a walk, I can do both decide to take a walk now and decide to take a walk 

later.27 This possibility of deciding in favor of delayed action is, according to Peels, a general 

feature of intentional action. Whenever we form at a time t an intention to ϕ at t, we can also 

at t decide to ϕ at a later time t*. But when we deliberate about what to believe, making a 

decision in favor of acquiring a belief at a later time is psychologically impossible. As soon as 

an agent decides that her total evidence supports p, the agent starts believing p. Therefore, 

propositional attitudes formed subsequent to deliberation are never acquired intentionally.  

As articulated thus far, the objection suffers from an undesirable theoretical 

commitment. Consider the premise of Peels’ objection: 

(D) When I deliberate about whether to take a walk and conclude my 

deliberation at time t with a decision in favor of taking a walk, I can at t 

decide to take the walk at t and I can at t decide to take the walk at a later 

time t*. 

If determinism is true, (D) is false, for in that case my deliberations and the laws of nature 

permit one, and only one, decision. If in fact I decide at t to take a walk at t, then I could at t 

not have decided to take a walk at a later time t*. And if in fact I decide at t to take a walk at 

t*, then I could not have decided at t to take a walk at t. Now, surely we do not want to make 

                                                
27 See Peels (2014), p. 21. 
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the existence of intentional action dependent on the falsehood of determinism. Hard 

determinists claim that free action is an illusion, not that intentional action is an illusion. 

They take freedom and control, not intentionality, to be incompatible with determination. 

And this is not surprising since, quite clearly, there is no conflict between causal 

determination and acting intentionally. The latter does not require control over the intention 

itself. It merely requires that the agent’s action is caused, in the right way, by a choice or a 

decision.  

The objection, therefore, should not be based on a premise such as (D). Alternatively, 

Peels’ objection might be construed as follows:  

(1) It is psychologically possible to form at time t the intention to perform action 

A at a later time t*.  

(2) It is not psychologically possible to form at time t the intention to acquire at 

a later time t* propositional attitude A toward proposition p.  

Therefore: 

(3) We have a good reason to think that propositional attitudes cannot be 

acquired intentionally.  

My reply to this argument is that being caused (in the right way) by an antecedently formed 

intention to ϕ is sufficient to make an agent’s ϕ-ing intentional. Put differently, the 

psychological ability to form at t an intention to ϕ at a later time t* is not an essential feature 

of intentionality. Agents who do not have that ability can nevertheless ϕ intentionally. Here 

are two examples to support this claim.  

(i) Sue is a surgeon. She is stationed with US marines in a war zone. When she 

receives patients with live threatening injuries, she follows a standard surgical 

protocol, consisting of a long list of steps each of which is necessary to save 
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the patient’s life. In the particular case under consideration, Sue is clamping an 

artery. If she were to delay clamping the artery, the patient would die.   

(ii) Approaching a red light at a busy intersection with heavy traffic, Ralph steps 

on the brakes. If he were to delay stepping on the brakes, he would run into 

oncoming traffic and cause a serious accident, thereby putting in jeopardy his 

own life and that of other motorists.  

Assume Sue is psychologically unable to delay clamping the wounded soldier’s artery. Surely 

Sue’s inability to delay what needs to be done now is no reason at all to deny that, when she 

is clamping the artery, she is acting intentionally. Likewise, assume that Ralph is 

psychologically unable to refrain from stepping on the brakes. Clearly, when Ralph is 

stepping on the brakes, he is acting intentionally his psychological limitation 

notwithstanding. We must conclude, therefore, that the psychological ability to delay ϕ-ing is 

not a necessary condition of ϕ–ing intentionally.28  

 

The significance of doxastic intentionality 

I conclude this paper by pointing out two consequences that follow from the thesis of 

intentional belief. Here is the first. There is near universal agreement that, if it is possible at 

all to exert control over our beliefs, it would have to be an indirect kind of control. An 

example of direct control is moving one’s arm at will. To move my arm, I need not first do 

something else to make my arm move. An example of indirect control is switching on the 

light. To bring it about that the light is on, there is something else that I need to do first, 

                                                
28 Alternatively, it might be argued that the ability to delay action is a necessary condition of deep metaphysical 
freedom, consisting of both executional and volitional control. Perhaps this is what Peels ultimately has in 
mind. If so, the argument would be that, since the adoption of propositional attitudes cannot be delayed, belief 
cannot be free in the libertarian sense. Since this paper is on doxastic intentionality, not the metaphysics of free 
belief, articulating my reply to it must await another occasion.  
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namely flipping the switch. And act of will by itself is not sufficient for producing the 

intended outcome. Now, suppose that we can indeed believe intentionally because, contrary 

to what Alston and other advocates of doxastic involuntarism have held, our will is causally 

connected to belief formation. As I have argued, we intentionally acquire propositional 

attitudes when, after deliberating on conflicting reasons, we decide which attitude to take 

toward a particular proposition. In cases like that, do we execute our decision by doing 

something else first? The answer to this question is obviously ‘no’. To bring about the 

intended outcome—a particular attitude A towards a proposition p—one need not first flip 

some switch. Intending to acquire an attitude A towards a proposition p is sufficient for 

bringing about the intended outcome. We can, as it were, believe at will.29 

The second consequence concerns the nature of the debate over doxastic voluntarism. 

Does the issue merely concern our psychological make-up, or does it hinge on whether we 

have free will? Advocates of doxastic involuntarism typically claim that the former is the 

case.30 This claim is based on the premise that our will is causally disconnected from belief 

formation. I have argued in support of the opposite. As examples of belief acquisition after 

deliberation show, our propositional attitudes are under the direct control of our will after 

all. In typical situations, believing satisfies the executional condition of voluntary control:  (i) 

one can ϕ if one decides to ϕ, and (ii) one can refrain from ϕ-ing if one decides to refrain 

from ϕ-ing. Hence the question of whether believing is under our control shifts to the 

question of whether we have control over our will itself. The kind of control we are 

ultimately interested in is the kind that grounds the ascription of responsibility. Agents have 

control of this kind only if their choices and decisions are, in some significant sense, up to 

                                                
29 For an alternative argument for the conclusion that we can believe at will, see Peels (forthcoming). For 
arguments to the effect that it is logically impossible to believe at will, see Williams (1976) and Winters (1979).  
30 See, for example, Chuard and Southwood (2009).  
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them. How to construe ultimate, responsibility-grounding control is a question of 

metaphysics. Philosophers who wish to argue that we enjoy such control over our 

propositional attitudes must choose among the options the metaphysics of free will puts on 

offer: the theory of agent causation, libertarianism, and compatibilism. Philosophers who 

wish to deny that our propositional attitudes are under our control have two options. First, 

they can advocate hard determinism. In that case, they would have to hold that neither 

beliefs nor actions are under our control. Second, they can advocate either agent causation, 

compatibilism, or libertarianism, and claim that, on the advocated theory, it turns out that, 

whereas free decision about what we do are possible, free decisions about what to believe are 

not. The prospects for this second project look dim to me.31 
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