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Are We Pre-Theoretically Committed to 

Doxastic Voluntarism? 
 

Nikolaj Nottelmann, Anthony Robert Booth, and Rune Lomholt. 

Abstract.     Much of the force behind doxastic involuntarism comes from our pre-theoretical 

judgement that any effort to form a belief simply by intending to form it must remain unsuc-

cessful. However, despite this, ordinary language use of locutions like “chose to believe” are 

common. In this article, we present new experimental data that shows that the prevalence of 

ordinary language talk of “chosen beliefs” is no obstacle to doxastic involuntarism in a standard 

sense (pace Turri, Rose, and Buckwalter 2018). While we employ the methods of experimental 

philosophy, our argument also concerns the fundamental question as to what those methods 

can achieve: as is typical of philosophical debates, the debate over doxastic voluntarism in-

volves a refined theoretical concept, specifically a refined concept of voluntary belief. In such 

debates, we cannot determine our pre-theoretical position by conducting surveys on those who 

may not yet own the requisite theoretical concepts.  

Keywords: doxastic voluntarism; belief; folk psychology; pre-theoretical judgments; ex-

perimental philosophy; the ethics of belief.    

 

1. Introduction 

On a standard conception in the philosophical literature, doxastic voluntarists claim that we 

may exercise direct control over some of our belief formations (Audi 2001: 93; Nottelmann 

2007: 99; Roeber 2019: 839). Thus, for the voluntarist, our control over beliefs is not generally 

limited to the more passive and indirect kind of control we enjoy when we do not resist another 

agent’s gentle movements of our arm or when we actively expose it to external forces irresist-

ibly raising it. Rather, we may actively form some of our beliefs in the same basic sense that 
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we may actively perform simple actions such as raising our arm1. When such direct control is 

used for forming beliefs, we will call it direct doxastic control. 

Whilst many contemporary authors working on this area have argued in favor of our having 

responsibility for at least some of our beliefs despite the falsity of voluntarism (e.g. by appeal 

to epistemic virtues (Montmarquet 1992); indirect doxastic control (Nottelmann 2007); by ap-

peal to a different kind of intentionality for belief (Steup 2017); or by appeal to criteria for 

freedom outside intentionality (McHugh 2014; McCormick 2011)), relatively few contempo-

rary authors defend voluntarism (exceptions include Roeber 2019, Peels 2015, Frankish 2007).  

Much of the force behind involuntarism seems to come from our pre-theoretical judgement 

that any effort to form a specific belief simply by intending to form it must remain unsuccessful. 

That pre-theoretical judgement has been accepted even by some of those who seek to defend 

voluntarism (Peels 2014: 524). However, based on a series of survey studies, John Turri, David 

Rose, and Wesley Buckwalter (2018) have recently argued that our pre-theoretical judgements 

favour voluntarism; not involuntarism.  If Turri et al are right, it would be hugely significant 

for the involuntarists, since they could no longer appeal to what has looked like the strongest 

weapon in their arsenal: the appeal to our shared pre-theoretical judgements about the powers 

of our will.  Also, it raises the question of whether the debate between voluntarists and invol-

untarists rests merely on a conceptual confusion on the involuntarists’ part (Turri et al. 2018: 

2531).  

In this article we shall argue that, when the empirical evidence presented by Turri et al. is 

combined with the novel empirical evidence presented below, there is no longer a convincing 

argument to the conclusion that the sum of our pre-theoretical judgements endorse voluntarism 

in the standard sense. First, the vignettes used in the relevant studies do not rule out that pro-

tagonists exercised a mere indirect doxastic control. Secondly, Turri et al. implicitly rely on 

the assumption that test subjects use expressions like “chose to believe” to ascribe direct dox-

astic control. But as we demonstrate below, test subjects are quite willing to endorse such de-

scriptions even when clearly only indirect doxastic control is exercised.  

Our data seem best explained by the hypothesis that our pre-theoretical judgements about 

“chosen” belief formations are not guided by the requisite theoretical distinction between direct 

                                                 
1 We are not here concerned with the even more refined differences between basic and direct control, or be-

tween indirect control and indirect influence, since these distinctions have been contested in ways that the di-
rect/indirect distinction has not (for more, see Booth 2021). 
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and indirect control. More likely, our pre-theoretical grasp of the notion of direct control is 

merely a partial grasp (for an account of partial grasp of concepts, see Sawyer 2014). The 

philosophical debate on voluntarism involves a refined concept of direct doxastic control that 

precludes indirect/non-basic control and influence. When investigating voluntarism, the results 

of any survey that includes a high proportion of participants who do not own (or engage) the 

relevant refined concept of voluntariness will then be irrelevant to the outcome of the philo-

sophical debate.  

Three caveats before proceeding: First, we do not argue that our pre-theoretical judgements 

do not endorse voluntarism in some broad, non-standard sense (not strictly concerned with 

direct doxastic control). The evidence may well support the thesis that our pre-theoretical judg-

ments do support voluntarism in some sense. Secondly, we do not argue that only direct dox-

astic control matters for our responsibility for our beliefs. We remain neutral on that topic here. 

But this is not to say that the issue of voluntarism does not matter, meta-ethically speaking. 

Clearly, if we do not have direct control over our beliefs, we cannot theoretically make sense 

of doxastic responsibility as being simply a special case of responsibility for simple actions or 

as being closely analogous to responsibility of that sort. Finally, it is not our goal here to present 

a positive argument for involuntarism. We merely aim to rebut an important recent objection 

to that position. If our rebuttal should also somehow strengthen arguments in favor of involun-

tarism, this is a welcome side-effect.             

The rest of the article is organized as follows: in §2 we summarize the argument of Turri et 

al., identifying the premises of their argument that we aim to question. In §3 we present the 

structure of our arguments. We explain why the evidence presented by Turri et al. does not 

support the conclusions they wish to draw.  In §4 we present our own empirical studies. The 

patterns of pre-theoretical judgments we here present significantly undercut the idea that pre-

theoretical endorsements of descriptions in terms of “choosing” confirm exercises of direct 

control. §5 discusses our key findings, also drawing on lessons learnt from other studies. Our 

evidence supports the thesis that we do not pre-theoretically engage any concept of direct dox-

astic control in response to vignettes concerning the “choosing” of beliefs. In §6, finally, we 

turn to the matter of “folk psychology” 2. We conclude that, when the nature and function of 

                                                 
2 Turri et al. prefer to talk about our “folk psychology” rather than our pre-theoretical judgements, or pre-

theoretical grasp of concepts.  Since it is standard practice in experimental philosophy to use the terms “folk 
psychology” and “pretheoretical judgements” as synonyms we interpret their results as applying to the latter. For 
a recent example, see Grossmann et al. (2020) where the terms “folk psychology”, “our intuitions” and “our 
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folk psychology are taken into account, we should doubt that any folk psychology commands 

the conceptual resources needed to take a clear position in the philosophical debate over dox-

astic voluntarism. §7 concludes.  

2. The argument of Turri et al. (2018) 

By running a series of surveys, Turri et al. claim to have established that “First, voluntary 

belief is a conceptual possibility and, second, it is more probable than not that voluntary belief 

is psychologically possible” (2018: 2509). By “voluntary belief” they are clearly committed to 

mean beliefs formed by exercises of direct doxastic control. Voluntarism is here taken to say 

that “we have the same sort of willful control over our beliefs that we have over our actions” 

(2018: 2508). In the case of action, obviously we enjoy direct control.  

A charitable (we hope) reconstruction of Turri et al.’s argument is:    

1. If we pretheoretically judge that we enjoy direct control over some of our belief for-

mations leading to stable beliefs, then direct doxastic control is conceptually possible. 

2. We pre-theoretically judge that we enjoy direct control over some of our belief for-

mations leading to stable beliefs. 

3. First conclusion: Voluntarism is conceptually possible (1,2, Modus Ponens, definition 

of “voluntarism”). 

4. If we pretheoretically judge that we enjoy direct control over some of our belief for-

mations leading to stable beliefs, then direct doxastic control is likely to be psycholog-

ically possible. 

5. Second conclusion: it is likely that voluntarism is psychologically possible. (2,4, Modus 

Ponens, definition of “voluntarism”) 

Some comments on this regimentation. First, for maximal precision we speak of belief for-

mations leading to stable belief rather than simply beliefs. It is such belief formations which, 

according to Turri et al., we pretheoretically judge to be under our direct control, not belief 

states.  Premise 1 may seem excessively strong, in that it attributes a kind of modal infallibility 

to our relevant pre-theoretical judgments: it excludes the possibility that we could pre-theoret-

ically conceive of belief as voluntary, yet this is conceptually impossible. However, we need 

                                                 
pretheoretical judments” are treated synonymously. Also, we take seriously the fear that derogatory terms such as 
“folk” in a “folk-expert” or “lay-expert” dichotomy carry potentially harmful political connotations 
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Premise 1 to make sense of Turri et al.’s explicit claim that their “results provide conclusive 

evidence that voluntary belief is conceptually possible” (2018: 2509, italics ours). In support 

of premise 1 they claim that “In particular, we would not expect humans to attribute beliefs 

that are…psychologically impossible for humans to form” (2018: 2509).  

Turri et al.’s defense of premise 4 turns on the idea that, as we conceded earlier, the case for 

involuntarism crucially rests on there being a powerful pre-theoretical judgement about the 

ineffectiveness of our intentions in bringing about beliefs. As they put it:  

“[The conceptual involuntarists] … still tout the purported fact that “most” people who con-

template voluntary belief find it “incoherent or absurd”...(..)…The core of conceptual invol-

untarism is this powerful intuition” (2018: 2508),  

Involuntarists tend to provide support for the psychological argument by reporting their own 

strenuous, but ultimately always fruitless, efforts to believe voluntarily” (2018: 2509). 

They then turn the table on this idea, presuming that, if involuntarism’ s pre-theoretical 

support falters, nothing bars us from accepting the correctness of the pre-theoretical judgments 

about belief’s voluntariness which they claim to have uncovered. 

The central importance of premise 2 is underlined by Turri et al.’s expenditure of great 

experimental energy in supporting it. As we shall see, when their experimental evidence is 

combined with the novel experimental evidence presented in §4 below, currently premise 2 is 

not well supported and hopes of supporting it by future experiments look unpromising.    

 

3. The structure of our argument  

In support of premise 2 of their reconstructed argument, Turri et al. (2018) present a series 

of studies clearly establishing that, in a range of described scenarios, on average respondents 

without any formal philosophical training are willing to confirm that a described protagonist 

chose to be in a state of belief and is in a state of belief because she chose to be in that belief 

state. 

Further studies by Corey Cusimano and Geoffrey P. Goodwin have since corroborated this 

thesis, extending it to other expressions such as “this person had control over whether she had 

this belief” and “this person made a deliberate choice to have this belief” (2019: 1709). In the 
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relevant vignettes, protagonists are described as having formed (or being about to form) some 

belief, which they see as somehow advantageous to them. Rather than enter a detailed discus-

sion of this evidence, we shall simply grant it here. These studies do not offer decisive support 

for premise 2, since the relevant vignettes do not exclude that the protagonist exercised a mere 

indirect doxastic control. Cusimano and Goodwin are clearly attentive to this fact, writing in a 

new paper:  

It is important to note that people do not usually attribute the same degree 

of control for mental states as they do for simple, voluntary actions such as 

speaking. In this sense, it seems that lay people largely agree with philoso-

phers who think that mental states are not directly changeable through sim-

ple acts of will. Rather, a more accurate characterization is that people 

think others have effective control over their mental states, often by indirect 

means (forthcoming: 12).  

Turri et al., however, offer one experiment which seems specifically designed to focus on direct 

doxastic control and drive home premise 2. Most importantly, here subjects were asked to pass 

judgment on the following vignette: 

Eric attended a political rally today at a local community college. The gov-

ernor gave a speech, in which she said, ‘‘We need to fix the serious prob-

lems facing our state. To do that, we need to have the right attitude — the 

attitude that we can do the impossible. We must, immediately and without 

delay, believe that we can do the impossible.’’ The speech deeply im-

presses Eric, who immediately thinks to himself, ‘I choose, right now, to 

believe that we can do the impossible. (2018: 2525) 

Turri et al. here tested 104 subjects’ agreement with the statement “Upon hearing the gov-

ernor’s speech, Eric immediately believes that he can do something impossible”. They found a 

mean agreement of 5.74 (SD = 1.31) on a 7-point Likert Scale with a neutral center (1 = strongly 

disagree -  7 =  strongly agree) (ibid.). 

We will not dispute this finding. But, again, the vignette leaves it very open exactly which 

kind of control Eric exercised. And, as we will demonstrate below, test subjects are quite will-

ing to confirm that a protagonist immediately came to believe p, because she chose to believe 

p, even when clearly a mere indirect control is exercised.    
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In short, the crucial flaw in the overall argument of Turri et al. is their reliance on the fol-

lowing assumption: 

Choosing Assumption: When respondents endorse descriptions in terms of 

“choosing to believe”, they thereby confirm the exercise of direct doxastic con-

trol.  

Our argument against the Choosing Assumption is the following: 

6. Assumption for indirect proof: Choosing Assumption 

7. If the Choosing Assumption is true, then respondents engage the concept of direct 

doxastic control in response to vignettes concerning “choosing”. 

8. If respondents engage the concept of direct doxastic control, then, given the Choosing 

Assumption, they will not sanction descriptions in terms of “choosing to believe” of a 

situation where obviously a mere indirect doxastic control is exercised.    

9. But respondent sanction descriptions in terms of “choosing to believe” of situations 

where obviously a mere indirect doxastic control is exercised.    

10. The Choosing Assumption is false. (6-9, Indirect Proof)  

Premise 7 here merely spells out that the Choosing Assumption requires respondents to en-

gage the concept relevant to confirming exercises of direct doxastic control. Premise 8, we 

hope, is obvious. Our empirical studies strongly support premise 9.  

 

4. Two new studies 

Overview of research.    The overall aim of our research was to determine whether re-

spondents’ agreement to descriptions in terms of “choosing” reflects their interest in confirm-

ing exercises of direct control. If “choosing” is used even in obvious cases of merely indirect 

control, this is strong evidence that respondents’ use of “choosing” does not reflect their inter-

est in confirming exercises of direct control. Also, we wanted to determine, whether respond-

ents’ agreement with statements about a protagonist’s “chosen” target belief is significantly 

affected by whether the protagonist is described as having high or low evidence for her target 

belief. The absence of a significant effect here again constitutes evidence that respondents’ use 

of “choosing” does not reflect their interest in confirming exercises of direct control. A protag-

onist’s having high rather than low evidence obviously raises the chance that she would have 
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formed the target belief in any case, without the need to exercise direct control over it. If re-

spondents’ used “choosing” to confirm exercises of direct control, we should expect their usage 

to be at least slightly responsive to this difference.  

Our research is divided into two studies. The first study examines respondents’ agreement 

to statements about the “choosing” of their non-doxastic states. The second study, correspond-

ingly, examines respondents’ agreement to statements about the “choosing” of their doxastic 

states (beliefs.). All cases presented to respondents across both studies are obvious examples 

of the exercise of a merely indirect control. Also, in all cases across both studies, the effect of 

the relevant exercises of indirect control is stated to happen straightaway. This is because we 

want to focus on the expressions allegedly central to the Choosing Assumption, namely expres-

sions involving choosing and immediacy (see §3). If we did not provide any clear foothold for 

descriptions in terms of immediacy (here: temporal immediacy), questions in terms of imme-

diacy would border on the incomprehensible. That is, if we are right that respondents do not 

engage any concept of immediacy in terms of direct control. But if the Choosing Assumption 

were true, respondents should still be able to discriminate between exercises of direct control 

and obvious instances of mere indirect control, albeit with effects straightaway.      

      

Research hypotheses.   Our studies aimed at evaluating the following three hypotheses:  

H1 Respondents significantly agree with statements describing choosing and coming 

to be in a state because of choosing, even when presented with non-doxastic cases 

which, given the Choosing Assumption, clearly describe to them protagonists not 

exercising direct control. 

H2 Respondents significantly agree with statements describing choosing and coming 

to be in a doxastic state because of choosing, even when presented with cases 

which, given the Choosing Assumption, clearly describe to them protagonists not 

exercising direct doxastic control.  

H3  Respondents’ level of agreement with statements describing choosing and com-

ing to be in a doxastic state because of choosing is not significantly affected by 

whether a protagonist is described as having low or high evidence in support of 

her target doxastic state.  
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General precautions against satisficing.     In all cases across both of our studies, respond-

ents were asked to register their level of agreement on a six-point scale without a neutral mid-

dle; 1 “Strongly disagree”, 2 “Disagree”, 3 “Slightly disagree”, 4 “Slightly agree”, 5 “Agree” 

and 6 “Strongly agree”. We adopted this type of response scale to avoid “satisficing”; the risk 

that respondents take shortcuts when providing answers to a survey and settle for merely satis-

factory answers. As Krosnick and Presser (2010) point out, “the likelihood of satisficing is 

thought to be determined by three major factors: task difficulty, respondent ability, and re-

spondent motivation” (p. 266). We took four measures against satisficing; 1) we created a mo-

tivation for response by providing the opportunity to participate in a lottery to win a £200 

amazon gift card, 2) we greatly reduced cognitive task demand and difficulty by employing a 

between-subjects design, such that each respondent only judged a single vignette, 3) we in-

cluded control questions checking respondents’ comprehension of the vignettes as a general 

precaution against invalid answers,  4) since “offering a midpoint on a scale may constitute a 

cue encouraging satisficing” (Krosnick and Presser 2010: 271), we did not offer a midpoint on 

the agreement rating scale. We recognize that this feature of our design risks introducing bias. 

Respondents who were truly neutral in their attitude towards the descriptions of the different 

protagonists would be forced to provide invalid answers. However, since our vignettes are 

fairly lengthy descriptions of situations of different protagonists, we believe that offering a 

neutral midpoint would make it too easy for respondents to choose not to evaluate the vignettes 

properly, motivated by their length.  

 Transparent reporting. We did not predetermine sample sizes prior to data collections, 

since our aim was to recruit as many respondents as possible within a limited time span. Thus, 

we invited a large number of respondents from a wide range of undergraduate and postgraduate 

students enrolled in science, social sciences, and humanities degrees at the University of Sus-

sex. We collected data, until it seemed highly unlikely that significantly more invitees would 

respond. All materials, data files, and analysis code are publicly available at Researchbox.org 

(Box #558). All authors certify that they have no affiliations with or involvement in any organ-

ization or entity with any financial interest or non-financial interest in the subject matter or 

materials discussed in this manuscript.      
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Study 1 – choosing of non-doxastic states 
Study 1 evaluated research hypothesis H1. The aim was to determine, whether respondents’ 

use of “choosing” to describe control over non-doxastic states reflect their interest in confirm-

ing exercises of direct control.  

Method 

Respondents.    We recruited 589 respondents (different from the respondents in study 2) 

online from a wide range of undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in science, social 

sciences, and humanities degrees at the University of Sussex (though none from Philosophy or 

Psychology) (59% female; 89% aged 10-29 years; 78% reporting English as a native language; 

40% with no education within academic philosophy, 35% with a high school course or equiv-

alent, 16% with a bachelor’s degree or equivalent, 6% with a master’s degree or equivalent and 

2% with a doctoral degree or equivalent; 91% disagreed to be familiar with the debate on dox-

astic voluntarism). The survey was distributed using a self-creation link. Respondents could 

voluntarily participate in a lottery (together with the respondents in study 2) to win a £200 

amazon gift card by providing an email to compensate them for a few minutes of their time. 

Emails were used to screen for repeat participation as a part of data management routines and 

duplicate cases were deleted. After the winner of the lottery prize was found and had received 

their prize, all emails were deleted.  

Design. We used a between-subjects design: each respondent was randomly assigned to one 

stimulus only. After being presented with their assigned stimulus, each respondent was then 

presented with two rating tasks pertaining to the stimulus. The rating tasks were presented to 

them in random order.   

Stimuli. We used the following two vignettes:    

Vignette 1 “Fletcher, the glam rocker”: 

Fletcher is a singer, who in 2020 fronts a glam metal tribute band. He has 

grown his hair so that with the help of a portable hair drier (which he car-

ries with him always) he is able to make himself look like a typical 1980s 

glam rocker straight away. One day, Fletcher is out with some friends in a 

bar, and as a party trick they ask him to “become an 80ties glam metal 

rocker for us!” With the use of his portable hair drier, straightaway 
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Fletcher transforms himself into looking like a 1980s glam rocker to the 

amusement of his friends. However, the doorman of the bar strongly dis-

likes glam rock culture. He kicks Fletcher out, saying: “No-one dons that 

hair style at my bar! I told you before.” 

Vignette 2 “Angela, the actor”: 

The director of a theatre company calls together her actors for a meeting 

and tells them: We are facing severe budget cuts. I only want to keep very 

expressive actors. Anyone here who doesn’t shed tears in two minutes is 

fired! Angela is an actor, who wants to keep her job. However, she knows 

she cannot cry on command just like that, like she could raise her arm or 

call her wife on the phone, just like that. Luckily, she always carries a small 

vial of onion juice in her purse. Angela knows that should she rub a few 

drops of the onion juice into her eyes, she will make herself cry straighta-

way. In the knowledge of this effect, she discreetly rubs some of the onion 

juice into her eyes and straightaway starts to cry. The director is satisfied 

with her expressiveness and erases her name from the firing list. Later, on 

the street a fellow actor confronts Angela: “I know you used your onion 

juice. Using this trick here was an unfair thing to do, given the situation 

facing us all”.  

 

Procedure.   After being presented with only one of the two vignettes, each respondent 

wase subsequently asked to register their level of agreement with two types of statement about 

choosing, presented in random order. Level of agreement was registered on a six-point rating 

scale; 1 = “Strongly disagree”, 2 = “Disagree”, 3 = “Slightly disagree”, 4 = “Slightly agree”, 5 

= “Agree” and 6 = “Strongly agree”. Precise wordings of the two statements when assigned to 

Vignette 1 (Fletcher, the glam rocker) were:  

Choice Immediacy. At the bar, Fletcher immediately came to look like a 1980ties glam 

rocker, because he chose to look like a 1980ties glam rocker. 
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Choice Responsibility. At the bar, Fletcher was responsible for looking like a 1980ties glam 

rocker, because he chose to look like a 1980ties glam rocker3. 

Precise wordings of the statements when assigned to vignette 2 (Angela, the actor) were:  

Choice Immediacy. At the meeting, Angela immediately started to cry, because she chose  

to start to cry. 

Choice Responsibility. At the meeting, Angela is responsible for her crying, because she 

chose to start to cry. 

 

Subsequently, respondents were asked a control question on a separate page about compre-

hension of the vignette that they had just read. Respondents were not allowed to go back and 

change their answers. All respondents who failed the control question were removed from the 

dataset. All respondents were also asked background questions about their native language, 

gender orientation, approximate age (age category), educational level within academic philos-

ophy (if any) and if they were familiar with the academic philosophical debate about doxastic 

voluntarism.  

All rating tasks were self-paced. Data were collected between the 11th of November and the 

7th of December 2020.  

Results 

 

Table 1: Respondent agreement with statements about “choosing” in NON-DOXASTIC cases 

(Number of respondents, Mean, Standard deviation, Mode) 

 

STATEMENT N M SD Mode 
Choice immediacy     
Fletcher 287 4.00 1.39 5 “Agree” 
Angela  302 2.77 1.49 2 “Disagree” 
All non-doxastic cases 589 3.37 1.57  2 “Disagree” 

                                                 
3 The latter type of question may seem methodologically problematic. Respondents could disagree for at least 

two reasons: They could fail to attribute responsibility, or they could attribute responsibility, but fail to link it to 
choosing. However, we saw no way around asking questions of this type here, since we hoped to confirm our 
prediction that respondents are particularly willing to attribute “choosing”, when simultaneously they also attrib-
ute responsibility. As this article makes clear, our prediction was confirmed for non-doxastic as well as doxastic 
cases.  We regard this as a significant result. We thank a referee for this journal for pushing us at this point. 
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Choice responsibility      
Fletcher 287 4.44 1.25 5 “Agree” 
Angela  302 3.99 1.56 5 “Agree” 
All non-doxastic cases 589 4.21 1.44 5 “Agree” 

 

 

Choice immediacy.   A joint Wald showed no statistical explanatory power of any of the 

following variables: Language, gender, age, educational level within academic philosophy or 

familiarity with doxastic voluntarism, F(10, 567) = 1.43, p = .165. Thus, our analysis of vari-

ance (ANOVA) omits these independent variables. However, we found a significant effect of 

assignment to vignette, F(1, 587) = 107.79, p < .001, 𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .154. Agreement with a statement 

about choice responsibility was significantly higher when respondents were presented with the 

vignette about Fletcher as compared to Angela.   

Choice responsibility.  A joint Wald showed no statistical explanatory power of any of the 

following variables: Language, gender, age, educational level within academic philosophy or 

familiarity with doxastic voluntarism, F(10, 567) = 0.51, p = .886. Thus, our analysis of vari-

ance (ANOVA) omits these independent variables. However, again we found a significant ef-

fect of assignment to vignette, F(1, 587) = 15.17, p <  .001, 𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .02. Agreement with a 

statement about choice responsibility was significantly higher when respondents were pre-

sented with the Fletcher vignette as compared to Angela. 

Discussion of results   

As shown in Table 1, respondents did not clearly refuse the use of “choosing” even when 

presented with non-doxastic cases where merely indirect control should be obvious, given the 

Choosing Assumption. On the contrary, when respondents were offered the option simultane-

ously to attribute responsibility, they were particularly happy to attribute choosing. The mean 

response value was here 4.21, well above 3.50. The mode was 5 (“Agree”). Respondents were 

more inclined to agree to both types of choosing statement when presented with the Fletcher 

vignette as opposed to the Angela vignette. Only when presented with the Angela vignette, and 

                                                 
4 Rather than the partial eta-squared, we report the partial omega-squared (𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2), which is the estimated popu-

lation effect size and is interpreted as the proportion of variance in the outcome accounted for by a factor once the 
variances of the other factors has been removed. This is described as a more precise estimate of effect size by 
Baldwin (2019).   



14 
 

only regarding a choice immediacy statement, did respondents disagree on average. In isola-

tion, this result seems to offer the Choosing Assumption a glimmer of hope. We will not here 

speculate why this particular result turned out in this way. However, we found no systematic 

disagreement with the use of “choosing” across the two non-doxastic cases. And in fact, the 

results here further undermine the Choosing Assumption. Adherents of the Choosing Assump-

tion must hold that respondents engage the direct/indirect control distinction when responding 

to the vignettes. Also, they must hold that the differences between responses here are due to 

the Fletcher vignette presenting (for whatever reason) as a case of direct control, as opposed to 

the Angela vignette. But to respondents engaging the direct/indirect control distinction, it 

should be rather obvious that neither vignette describes direct control. Thus, the contrast seems 

hard to explain, given the Choosing Assumption.     

The failure statistically significantly to reject a null hypothesis of zero explanatory power of 

the demographic variables (which was part of the initial model specification process) makes it 

implausible that sampling other groups within the population would yield significantly differ-

ent results.  

Thus, overall, our findings offer strong evidence in favor of H1: Respondents agree with state-

ments describing choosing and coming to be in a state because of choosing, even when pre-

sented with obvious non-doxastic cases of mere indirect control. Pace the Choosing Assump-

tion, their use of “choosing” does not seem to reflect confirmations of direct control, at least in 

non-doxastic cases.   

Study 2 – choosing of doxastic states 
Study 2 evaluated research hypothesis H2 and H3. To recapitulate, these are: 

H2 Respondents significantly agree with statements describing choosing and coming 

to be in a doxastic state because of choosing, even when presented with cases 

which, given the Choosing Assumption, clearly describe them in situations not 

involving exercises of direct doxastic control.  

H3  Respondents’ level of agreement with statements describing choosing and com-

ing to be in a doxastic state because of choosing is not significantly affected by 

whether a protagonist is described as having low or high evidence in support of 

her target doxastic state.  



15 
 

 

 

 The overall aim was to determine, whether respondents’ use of “choosing” to describe con-

trol exercised over doxastic states (beliefs) reflect confirmations of exercises of direct control.  

Method 

Respondents.    We  recruited 1138 respondents (different from the respondents in study 1) 

online from a wide range of undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in science, social 

sciences, and humanities degrees at the University of Sussex (though none from Philosophy or 

Psychology) (58% female; 87% aged 10-29 years; 80% reporting English as a native language; 

41% with no education within academic philosophy, 35% with a high school course or equiv-

alent, 15% with a bachelor’s degree or equivalent, 7% with a master’s degree or equivalent and 

2% with a doctoral degree or equivalent; 88% disagreed to be familiar with doxastic volunta-

rism). The survey was distributed using a self-creation link. Respondents could voluntarily 

participate in a lottery (together with the participants in study 1) to win a £200 amazon gift 

card by providing an email to compensate them for a few minutes of their time. Emails were 

used to screen for repeat participation as a part of data management routines and duplicate 

cases were deleted. After the winner of the lottery prize was found and had received their prize, 

all emails were deleted.  

Design. We used a 2x2 between-subjects design. Each respondent was randomly assigned 

to only one out of four stimuli. Each possible stimulus was a vignette describing only one out 

of two different protagonists (Fletcher vs. Angela) in only one out of two evidential situations 

(weak vs. strong evidence for his or her target belief). After being presented with their assigned 

stimulus, each respondent was then presented with two rating tasks pertaining to the stimulus. 

The rating tasks were presented to them in random order.   

Stimuli. We used the following two vignettes, with variations (low/high evidence) in 
brackets:    

 

Vignette 3 “Fletcher, the self-deceptive glam rocker”:  

Fletcher is a singer who in 2020 fronts a glam metal tribute band. For the 

band’s gigs, normally Fletcher transforms his hair style to the exact match 

of a typical 1980ties glam rocker by way of hair extensions, a blow dryer 
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and various hair products. One day, however, he arrives late for a concert. 

It is a small venue without a proper dressing room for the band. Fletcher 

has no choice but to do the gig without his usual hair transformation. But 

he knows that he will perform much better if he thinks his hair looks exactly 

like that of a typical 1980s glam rocker. [Unfortunately, Fletcher’s natu-

ral hair looks nothing like that of a typical 80ties glam rocker./Luckily, 

his natural hair looks a lot like a typical 80ties glam rocker already.] Peo-

ple often comment on this to Fletcher. Still, he knows that given the situa-

tion he cannot simply form the required belief just like that, like he could 

simply raise his arm or call his manager just like that. But having done a 

lot of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, he knows that should he start vividly 

to imagine himself having the exactly right 1980s hair, he will most likely 

come to believe that he has it. In the expectation of this effect, he goes 

ahead and vividly imagines himself having 1980s glam rocker hair (bring-

ing to his mind the details of the cadence of his imagined curls). As a result, 

straightaway he forms the belief that he is currently sporting an exact 

1980s glam rocker hair style. After the concert, he talks to the drummer of 

the band, who is curious why Fletcher was not bothered by his lack of hair 

styling. When Fletcher tells him what happened, the drummer responds: 

“Man, no gig is worth deceiving yourself like that.”  

Vignette 4 “Angela the optimistic actor”: 

The director of a theatre company calls together her actors for a meeting 

and tells them: Our finances used to be entirely secure, but now we are fac-

ing [highly/slightly] uncertain times. I cannot hide the fact that we face a 

[95%/5%] risk of not surviving this upcoming season. I don’t want this to 

affect the quality of our performances, so I only want to keep optimists on 

board. Anyone here, who doesn’t believe our theatre will survive this up-

coming season, should look for another job! Angela is an actor, who 

doesn’t want to look for another job. Previously she had no firm beliefs 

about the theatre’s future, but simply let time pass. Angela knows that given 

the situation, she cannot simply form the required optimistic belief just like 

that, like she could raise her arm or call her wife just like that. But she also 



17 
 

knows that, should she very assertively tell herself in her inner voice that 

the theatre will survive, she will most likely come to believe that the theatre 

will survive the upcoming season. In the expectation of this effect, she goes 

ahead and very assertively tells herself in her inner voice that the theatre 

will survive the upcoming season. As a result, straightaway she forms the 

belief that the theatre will survive the upcoming season. The director rec-

ognizes her optimism and keeps Angela in the troupe. After the season, An-

gela meets an angsty colleague, who could not hide his pessimism from the 

theatre director and got fired. When Angela tells her colleague how she 

managed to believe in the theatre’s survival at the time, the colleague con-

fronts her: “Using that method was unfair to us all, given the circum-

stances”. 

 

Procedure.    Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the two vignettes, randomly 

varying over weak or strong evidence of the target belief. They were then asked to register 

their level of agreement with two types of statements about choosing, presented in random 

order. Level of agreement could be registered on a six-point rating scale; 1 = “Strongly disa-

gree”, 2 = “Disagree”, 3 = “Slightly disagree”, 4 = “Slightly agree”, 5 = “Agree” and 6 = 

“Strongly agree”. Precise wordings of the statements when assigned to vignette 3 (Fletcher, 

the self-deceptive glam rocker) were:  

Choice Immediacy. Before the concert, Fletcher immediately came to believe 

that his hair looked exactly like that of a 1980ties glam rocker, because he chose 

to believe that his hair looked exactly like that of a 1980ties glam rocker. 

 

Choice Responsibility. At the concert, Fletcher was responsible for believing 

that his hair looked exactly like that of a 1980ties glam rocker, because he chose 

to believe that his hair looked exactly like that of a 1980ties glam rocker. 

Precise wordings of the statements when assigned to vignette 4 (Angela, the optimistic actor) 

were:  

Choice Immediacy. At the meeting, Angela immediately came to believe that 

the theatre would survive because she chose to believe that the theatre would 

survive. 
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Choice Responsibility. At the meeting, Angela was responsible for believing 

that the theatre would survive because she chose to believe that the theatre would 

survive. 

 

Subsequently, respondents were asked a control question on a separate page about compre-

hension of the vignette that they had just read. Respondents were not allowed to go back and 

change their answers. All respondents who failed the control question were removed from the 

dataset. All respondents were also asked background questions about their native language, 

gender orientation, approximate age (age category), educational level within academic philos-

ophy (if any) and if they were familiar with the academic philosophical debate about doxastic 

voluntarism.  

All rating tasks were self-paced. Data were collected between the 11th of November and the 

7th of December 2020.  

 

 

 

Results 

Table 2: Respondent agreement with statements about “choosing” in DOXASTIC cases, by 

protagonist (Number of respondents, Mean, Standard Deviation, Mode) 

STATEMENT N M SD Mode 
Choice immediacy     
Fletcher 546 3.56 1.53 5 “Agree” 
Angela  591 3.63 1.47 5 “Agree” 
All doxastic cases 1137 3.59 1.52 5 “Agree” 
     
Choice responsibility      
Fletcher 545 4.71 1.15 5 “Agree” 
Angela  590 4.20 1.37 5 “Agree” 
All doxastic cases 1135 4.45 1.29 5 “Agree” 
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Table 3: Respondent agreement with statements about “choosing” in DOXASTIC cases by 

weak vs. strong evidence cases (Number of respondents, Mean, Standard Deviation, Mode) 

 

STATEMENT N M SD Mode 
Choice immediacy     
Weak evidence 604 3.61 1.50 5 “Agree” 
Strong evidence  533 3.58 1.50 5 “Agree” 
All doxastic cases 1137 3.59 1.50 5 “Agree” 
     
Choice responsibility      
Weak evidence 603 4.45 1.31 5 “Agree” 
Strong evidence 532 4.44 1.28 5 “Agree” 
All doxastic cases 1135 4.45 1.29 5 “Agree” 

 

 

Choice immediacy.   A joint Wald showed no statistical explanatory power of any of the 

following variables: Language, gender, age, educational level within academic philosophy or 

familiarity with doxastic voluntarism, F(10,  1102) = 0.67, p = .754. Thus, our analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) omits these independent variables.  

We found no significant effect of assignment to vignette, F(1, 1136) = 0.42, p = .515, 𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =

 .001. Also, we found no significant effect of the protagonist’s described strength of evidence, 

F(1, 1136) = 0.08, p = .777, 𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .001. Finally, we found no significant interaction effect 

between assignment to vignette and described strength of evidence, F(1, 1136) = 2.06, p = 

.1516, 𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .001.   

Choice responsibility.   A joint Wald showed no statistical explanatory power of any of the 

following variables: Language, gender, age, educational level within academic philosophy or 

familiarity with doxastic voluntarism, F(10,  1102) = 0.71, p = .713. Thus, our analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) omits these independent variables.  

We here found a significant effect of assignment to vignette, F(1, 1134) = 45.57, p < .001, 

𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .04. Agreement with a statement about choice responsibility was significantly higher 

when respondents were presented with the vignette about Fletcher as compared to Angela.  

However, we found no significant effect of the protagonist’s described strength of evidence, 
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F(1, 1134) = 0.27, p = .606, 𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .001. Again, also we found no significant interaction effect 

between assignment to vignette and described strength of evidence, F(1, 1134) = 0.00, p = .970, 

𝜔𝜔𝑝𝑝2 =  .001.  

 

Discussion of results     

As shown by Table 2, respondents clearly agreed to the use of “choosing” even when pre-

sented with cases where merely indirect doxastic control should be obvious, given the Choos-

ing Assumption. When respondents were offered the option simultaneously to attribute respon-

sibility, they were particularly happy to attribute choosing. The mean response value here was 

4.45, well above 3.50. The mode was 5 (“Agree”). Respondents were significantly more in-

clined to attribute choosing to Fletcher by way of a choice responsibility statement as com-

pared to Angela. First, this result establishes empirical evidence that differences between struc-

turally similar cases of indirect doxastic control may influence respondents’ agreement with 

the use of choosing while simultaneously attributing responsibility. Secondly, the contrast 

seems hard to understand, if the Choosing Assumption were true: The Fletcher case should then 

(for whatever reason) strike respondents as a clearer case of direct control as compared to the 

Angela case. But in fact, both cases ought to strike respondents as obvious cases of merely 

indirect control, if they engage the direct/indirect distinction at all.     

As reported above, we did not find any significant effect of the described strength of evi-

dence). This negative result constitutes the second key finding in study 2. The clear null effect 

of described strength of evidence on agreement with the two types of “choosing” statements 

examined is at odds with the reported finding of Turri et al. that respondents’ willingness to 

endorse belief formation, in a case where a protagonist professes to have “chosen to believe” a 

target proposition, slightly increases when the protagonist is described as having high evidence 

for his or her target belief (2018: 2521). Our finding here further undermines the Choosing 

Assumption. If respondents used “choosing” to affirm exercises of direct control, we should 

expect that their use of “choosing” responded at least slightly to the fact that a protagonist’s 

high strength of evidence for a target belief would make it far less likely that he or she even 

needed to exercise any direct control in order to form that belief. That is: The Choosing As-

sumption should lead us to expect respondents to be more likely to attribute “choosing” in low-

evidence cases, where a display of “will power” is more obviously needed. Alternatively, one 
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could conjecture that respondents would think that directly forming a belief not supported by 

one’s evidence would require more “will-power” as compared to directly forming a belief well 

supported by one’s evidence. Hence, the stronger display could be judged less likely, all else 

being equal.  In that case, respondents should then be less likely to attribute “choosing” in low-

evidence cases, given the Choosing Assumption. In any case, the absence of a significant effect 

is mysterious, if the Choosing Assumption is true.  

As in study 1, the failure statistically significantly to reject a null hypothesis of zero explanatory 

power for the demographic variables (which was part of the initial model specification process) 

makes it implausible that sampling other groups within the population would yield significantly 

different results.  

Overall, our result offer strong evidence in favor of H2 and H3: On average, respondents agree 

with statements describing choosing and coming to be in a state because of choosing, even 

when presented with obvious cases of mere indirect doxastic control. Also, the described 

strength of the protagonist’s evidence for the target belief had a clear null effect on respondents’ 

agreement with the two types of “choosing” statements examined. This would seem difficult 

to understand, if the Choosing Assumption were true.  

5. General discussion of combined results 
Our results, reported and interpreted above, put a strong barrier to deriving the empirical 

premise 2 of Turri et al.’s over-all argument (see §2). Even if their respondents confirm that 

some protagonists choose what to believe, and immediately come to believe what they choose 

to believe, this does not show that respondents confirm exercises of direct doxastic control. 

Our studies effectively undermine the Choosing Assumption required for this derivation.  

Study 1 undermines the Choosing Assumption for non-doxastic cases also. Still, a compari-

son of studies 1 and 2 shows that respondents’ willingness to affirm “choosing” was obviously 

stronger when beliefs were controlled, as compared to select non-doxastic states. This result 

mirrors the effect reported by Turri et al. that agreement to statements of the form “[the pro-

tagonist] chose to [attitude] p” is more pronounced for the attitude of belief as compared to 

other attitudes such as desire, opinion, intention, and knowledge (2018: §3.3). Turri et al. con-
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clude on this basis that “belief was viewed [by respondents] as the most voluntary of the…men-

tal states tested” (2018: 2512). But without the Choosing Assumption this conclusion cannot 

be drawn5. At least not, if “voluntary” is taken to include direct control.  

None of the above results immediately rule that, when sanctioning use of “choosing to be-

lieve”, sometimes respondents thereby attribute merely indirect doxastic control. However, we 

submit that our results seem best interpreted in the following way: Respondents’ use of “choos-

ing to believe” do not reflect any position in the voluntarist debate as standardly conceived. 

The combined results of the studies of Turri et al., Cusimano and Goodwin, and ourselves seem 

equally surprising, if respondents used “choosing” to confirm exercises of indirect control. In 

both of our studies respondents were significantly more inclined to attribute choosing to 

Fletcher as compared to Angela. The corresponding Fletcher and Angela cases are structurally 

similar. Moreover, to anyone engaging the direct/indirect control distinction both types of cases 

should present as obvious cases of indirect control. Thus, the contrast here needs explanation, 

if respondents did indeed use “choosing” to confirm the exercise of indirect control in our 

vignettes. One possible explanation is that subjects identify more indirect control operative in 

the Fletcher case than in the Angela case, or that the indirectness of the control exercised by 

Fletcher is somehow more salient in the relevant vignettes.6  But we think that a more plausible 

explanation is that subjects simply do not engage in the conceptual distinction between direct 

and indirect control, but react to systematic differences between the Fletcher and Angela vi-

gnettes unrelated to that distinction. This stands to reason, since the studies are meant to test 

our pre-theoretical intuitions about control (“choosing”), while the notion of indirect control 

is a theoretical term of art. That does not rule out, of course, the possibility that subjects are 

engaging a non-lexical or partial grasp of the concept of indirect control. However, such a non-

lexical grasp would then have to do a lot of work in the explanation above and, as such, we 

submit that the burden of proof here lies with those who wish to defend that explanation. In 

conclusion, our studies bring to the fore that more experimental data is needed as to whether 

                                                 
5 Also, this claim of Turri et al. has since been contested by Cusimano and Goodwin: "Beliefs were indeed 

judged to be one of the most controllable sorts of mental state, though they clearly do not stand alone in this 
regard, as data from all of our studies showed. Evaluations, imaginings, and deliberations were judged just as 
controllable, if not more controllable, than beliefs. Desires were judged as less controllable than beliefs, although 
only when their contents were allowed to vary, and not when their content was tightly controlled." (2019: 1722).    

6 With thanks to Corey Cusimano for raising this point in correspondence. 
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respondents engage the conceptual distinction between direct and indirect control when re-

sponding to such vignettes. That is, we cannot at the moment assume that, when subjects at-

tribute control, they specifically attribute either direct or indirect control. 

We will now turn to strong principled reasons independent of our study to assume that no 

“folk psychology” has anything significantly to say about voluntarism in the first place, since 

it has no obvious need for the conceptual resources required to formulate the standard volun-

tarist position as it appears in contemporary philosophical discussions. 

 

6. The nature and needs of folk psychology  

So far, we have resisted direct use of the term “folk psychology”. And Turri et al. do not tell 

us clearly what they mean by this phrase. Yet, as we shall now argue, if “folk psychology” is 

taken in a standard sense charitable to their project, reflections on the functional roles of folk 

psychology suggest that it would not have anything interestingly to say on the philosophical 

question of voluntarism as standardly conceived. We turn to Ian Ravenscroft for a conceptual 

clarification: 

[E]ven a cursory examination of the literature reveals that there are at least three distinct 

senses in which the term “folk psychology” is used. (1) Sometimes “folk psychology” is 

used to refer to a particular set of cognitive capacities which include—but are not ex-

hausted by—the capacities to predict and explain behavior. (2) The term “folk psychol-

ogy” is also used to refer to a theory of behavior represented in the brain. According to 

many philosophers and cognitive scientists, the set of cognitive capacities identified 

above are underpinned by folk psychology in this second sense. (3) The final sense of 

“folk psychology” is closely associated with the work of David Lewis. On this view, folk 

psychology is a psychological theory constituted by the platitudes about the mind ordi-

nary people are inclined to endorse. (2019: 1)  

Turri et al. can hardly understand folk psychology as a mere set of capacities. In this sense, 

it could not comprise voluntarism in any obvious sense. The second of Ravenscroft’s senses is 

also problematic in their context, since it seems far from clear how a set of vignettes could fully 

engage subjects’ capacities to explain and predict behavior. We are left with the third sense, 

then, in which folk psychology consists in a series of “platitudes about the mind”.  
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Let us assume that there is such a set of “platitudes about the mind”, which are endorsed 

widely enough among the public to deserve the name of folk psychology. Surely enough, “we 

would not expect humans to attribute beliefs that are either straightforwardly inconsistent with 

the very concept of belief, or psychologically impossible for humans to form” (Turri et al. 

2018: 2509). But in taking this to count in favor of including voluntarism into folk psychology, 

Turri et al seem to commit an equivocation between belief attributions and attributions of belief 

forming methods. We cannot infer from ascriptions of “chosen” beliefs to ascriptions of exer-

cises of specific forms of “choosing”. Even if we include among the platitudes constituting folk 

psychology in the here relevant sense: 

1. Sometimes, a subject may choose to form a belief, then form it. 

2. Sometimes, a subject may choose to form a belief, and then immediately form it. 

This provides no obvious ground for including the further theorem: 

3. Sometimes, a subject may form a belief as a result of exercising direct doxastic control. 

If 3 was to be included in folk psychology, at least we would need to know why in general 

people would take an interest in the question whether direct or indirect doxastic control was 

exercised over beliefs already formed. Platitudes such as 1 and 2 obviously serve explanatory 

and predictive purposes within ordinary social practice. Not so with 3: As long as a belief 

formation can reliably be predicted in terms of the believer’s capacity for “choice” and subse-

quently explained in terms of an exercise of a capacity for “choosing”, there is no obvious 

“folksy” need to care about the psychological details of this choice and its exercise. Even if 

Turri et al. are indeed right that the state of belief is conceived of as capable of being “chosen” 

(and more so than many other types of mental states), this does not demonstrate that belief is 

conceived of as being chosen in the sense of being a product of direct doxastic control. 

Another idea could be that 3 is needed in order to make sense of “folk morality”: In the 

public’s perception, the platitudes we accept about people’s responsibility for beliefs somehow 

require the acceptance of 3. For several reasons, however, we think this argument fails.  

First, even if it is accepted as a platitude of folk morality that someone is only responsible 

for what she believes, if this is what she “chose” to believe, it does not follow that this “choice” 

must be an exercise of direct doxastic control. And it is hard to see how one could argue for 

this further claim. First, as our study demonstrates, respondents are happy to attribute respon-

sibility for a belief, even when clearly the believer has not exercised any direct doxastic control 
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over it. Secondly, as Conor McHugh has argued, in fact it is not a platitude of folk morality 

that someone is only responsible for being in a mental state, if she has exercised direct control 

over it: we routinely hold people responsible for their intentions, where it should be fairly ob-

vious that they are never exercises of direct control in the sense that matters to the voluntarist 

debate (2014)7.  

In conclusion, once we make precise what we mean by “folk psychology” in the context of 

the voluntarist debate, we have no clear reason to expect that folk psychology would have 

anything interesting to say on the philosophical matter of doxastic voluntarism. Our empirical 

evidence corroborates the prima facie plausible idea that, even if folk psychology could well 

be claimed to harbor platitudes about choosing and the doxastic effects of choosing, those plat-

itudes do not express a voluntarist position in the standard sense that concerns current philo-

sophical debates. 

7. Conclusion 

Doxastic involuntarism crucially rests on the pre-theoretical judgment that any effort to form 

a belief simply by intending to form it will remain unsuccessful. In a recent article, Turri, Rose 

and Buckwalter have presented a number of empirical findings concerning pre-theoretical judg-

ments of doxastic control. They conclude on thus basis that not only do such judgments not 

support involuntarism: they strongly favor voluntarism. Their conclusions, however, crucially 

depend on the assumption that subjects’ endorsement of descriptions of the form “the protag-

onist came to believe p because she chose to believe p” reflect confirmations of direct doxastic 

control. We have presented two studies, the results of which cast strong doubts on this assump-

tion. It turns out that subjects are quite willing to endorse descriptions in terms of “choosing to 

believe”, even when they should not, if such endorsements were confirmations of direct con-

trol. Also, such endorsements are not significantly responsive to descriptions of a protagonist 

as having strong evidence for her target belief, in the way we should expect if such endorsement 

                                                 
7 Cusimano and Goodwin (2019: 1706) asked a group of respondents a range of questions about a generic case 

of a female student intending to do well at an exam. They here registered a very high proportion of affirmative 
answers to questions such as “How much control did she have over intending that she did well at the exam?” and 
“Did she intentionally intend that she did well at the exam?” They conclude on this basis that generally we see 
other persons’ intentions as highly controllable and intentional. We fully recognize this result. Yet, again, it does 
not demonstrate that direct control has any role to play here. To their credit Cusimano and Goodwin draw no such 
conclusion. See also their (forthcoming).   
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were confirmations of direct control. Further, reflections on the role of “folk psychology” cor-

roborate the idea that folk psychology has no need for the conceptual apparatus needed clearly 

to endorse voluntarism in a standard sense, even if it may well have a need for platitudes in-

volving the “choosing” of beliefs.  

This is not to say, however, that philosophical disputants familiar with the relevant concep-

tual distinctions may not find support for their view in pre-theoretical judgments on human 

mental powers. But for involuntarists, the fact that such judgments may allow for the “choos-

ing” and “refusing” of beliefs is overshadowed in its evidential significance by the observation 

that arguably pre-theoretical judgments also do not allow beliefs to be formed simply as a result 

of intending to form them. Yet, even if this claim about our pre-theoretical judgments is false, 

the fact remains that no obvious strategy allows philosophical disputants to harness our pre-

theoretical judgments in voluntarism’s favor. This is the main result of this article. 
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