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Abstract
This research titled “The Role of Reason in Human Choices: The
Interconnectedness  and  Moral  Responsibility”  investigates  the
place  of  reason  in  the  process  of  making  choices  and  how this
contributes  to  our  understanding  of  the  freewill  versus
determinism debate. As a philosophical research, the study utilizes
secondary sources with respect to the two major variables: reason
and choice. After a careful analysis of the available literature, the
study argues that reason plays a very significant role in human
choices. It notes that the will to choose between good and evil is
strongly  intertwined with  the  ability  to  reason.  Choices  are  not
made in a vacuum. They are preceded by reason. The choices we
make are the results of the reasoning process. This qualifies us as
rational, moral and free beings. And since we are rational, moral
and free beings, it follows that we are responsible for our actions as
well. Therefore, whether we choose good or evil is a function of our
desires and since desires determines our choices, it follows that our
choices are informed by our reason. By this the study rejects the
doctrine  of  determinism  which  denies  moral  responsibility  in
human choices but defends a libertarian position, which seeks to
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preserve absolutely the sense of  moral responsibility upon which
reason is fundamental.

Introduction
The  idea  that  humans  make  choices  and  that  these  choices  are

based on their ability to choose between alternatives is not uncommon in
moral  philosophy which  deals  with  issues  concerning  ethical  rectitude
and turpitude (Bernstein, 2005; Coffman & Warfield, 2005; Frankfurt, 1971;
Kane, 2002; and Watson, 1987). That is, ethical rightness or wrongness. In
fact, this idea is natural to libertarians who believe that humans are free
moral  agents  and  are  responsible  for  their  actions,  if  they  have  the
opportunity  or  ability  to  choose  between  alternatives  (Hodgson,  2005;
Ogletree, 2013). Thus, choosing, deciding, acting is an important factor in
any ethical evaluation. But this also presupposes that reason plays a major
role  in  the  process  of  making  choices  whether  they  are  right  choices,
wrong  choices,  good  choices  or  bad  choices.  Consequently,  a  rational
agent is someone who acts on the basis of reason and makes the right
choice or good choice depending on the context of what one considers as
rightness, goodness or wrongness.

There  is  however  a  surprising disconnect  between the  theory  of
determinism, which holds that humans are not free moral beings and as
such are not responsible for their actions (Skinner, 1972; Wagner, 2004) and
libertarianism which believes  that  humans have the freedom to  choose
between right and wrongs and as such are responsible for their actions
(Hodgson,  2005;  Ogletree,  2013;  Bernstein,  2005;  Coffman  &  Warfield,
2005; etc). The former is silent on the role of reason in human choices, the
latter rarely engages it as a model to understanding why human are said
to be free moral agents and as such are responsible for their actions. The
aim of this paper is examine the interconnectedness between reason and
human  choices  as  a  basis  to  understanding  the  freewill  versus
determinism arguments. In essence, the paper seeks to investigate the role
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of reason in the process of making choices. For sure this is a difficult task
and  on  this  note  only  a  few  key  philosophical  thoughts  shall  be
considered. It is the thrust of this paper that humans make choices which
are informed by their  ability to  reason.  To achieve this,  the paper will
begin with a conceptual understanding of reason and choice.

A Conceptual Understanding of Reason and Choice
Reason

According to Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia (2012), “reason” is the
capacity  for  consciously  making  sense  of  things,  for  establishing  and
verifying  facts,  and  changing  or  justifying  practices,  institutions,  and
beliefs based on new or existing information. It is considered a definite
characteristic  of  human  nature.  The  concept  of  reason  is  sometimes
referred  to  as  rationality  and  sometimes  as  discursive  reason,  in
opposition to intuitive reason. Reason or “reasoning” is associated with
thinking, cognition, and intellect (Johnson-Laird & Shafir, 1993). Reason,
like habit or intuition, is one of the ways by which thinking comes from
one idea to a related idea. For example, it is the means by which rational
beings understand themselves to think about cause and effect, truth, and
falsehood, and what is good or bad. Reason is closely related with the
ability to self-consciousness and therefore with the capacity for freedom
and self-determination. 

Rosen (ed.) (2000) observes that western literatures following the
rational and irrational soul found in Plato and Aristotle often treat reason
as being opposed to emotions or feelings-desires, fears, hates, drives, or
passions.  This  understanding  of  human  nature,  according  to  him
developed from Stoic  philosophy in  Roman times.  For  example  people
might claim their passions made them behave contrary to reason or their
reason  kept  the  passion  under  control.  It  has  however,  also  become
common,   since  David  Hume and more  recently  since  the  writings  of
Freud, to describe reason as actually being a slave to the passions, or at
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best an arbiter of conflicting desires, rather than their natural monarch.
Velkley (2002) has singled out Rousseau as one notable philosopher who
first  proposed  in  his  second  “Discourse”  that  reason  is  not  natural  to
mankind, and not even good for mankind. Rousseau saw “two principles
prior to reason” in human nature, one is an intense interest in our own
well-being, and the other is a natural repugnance of seeing any sentient
being especially one like ourselves, perish and suffer. It is from these two
passions  that  humans  began  to  desire  more  than  they  could  achieve,
became dependent upon each other, and started to establish relationships
of  authority  and  obedience,  effectively  putting  the  human  race  into
slavery.  Velkley  notes  that  Rousseau  also  outlines  certain  programs  of
rational  self-correction,  most  notably  the  political  legislation  of  the
“Contra Social” and the moral education in “Emile”. Above all, Rousseau
understands such corrections to  be only ameliorations of  an essentially
unsatisfactory  condition,  that  of  socially  and  intellectually  corrupted
humanity”. This quandary presented by Rousseau was the inspiration of
Kant’s new way of justifying reason as freedom to create good and evil,
which are therefore not to be blamed on nature or God as Velkley (2002)
argues. This understanding is important to the entire discourse.
Choice

Unlike reason, “choice” according to the New International Webster’s
Comprehensive Dictionary of the English Language (2010:233-34) is the “act,
fact, power, or privilege of choosing. In this sense, choice has to do with
selection or preference. According to the Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2006),
choice,  consists of the mental process of judging the merits of multiple
options and selecting one or more of them. While a choice can be made
between  imagined  options,  often  it  is  made  between  real  options  and
followed by the corresponding actions. For example, a route for a journey
is chosen based on the preference of arriving at a given destination as soon
as possible. The preferred and therefore chosen route is then derived from
information about how long each of the possible routes takes. Most people
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regard  having  choices  as  a  good  thing,  though  a  severely  limited  or
artificially  restricted  choice  can  lead  to  discomfort  with  choosing  and
possibly,  an  unsatisfactory  outcome.  In  contrast,  unlimited  choice  may
lead to confusion, regret of the alternatives not taken, and indifference in
an  unstructured  existence;  and  the  illusion  that  choosing  an  object  or
course  can  cause  psychological  problems  (Wikipedia,  The  Free
Encyclopedia, 2012). 

With  this  conceptual  understanding  of  reason  and  choice,  it
becomes crucial to enquire about the interconnectedness between the two
variables and the extent to which this could enhance understanding of the
freewill versus determinism debate.

The Role of Reason in Human Choices
Is  there  a  link  between  reason  and  human  choices?  And  what

implication  if  there  is  could  this  have  for  the  freewill/  determinism
debate? It is crucial to reinstate here that humans are not only moral and
free agents but they are rational agents as well (Johnson-Laird, 1993). They
have the capacity to act and make choices. In fact, moral praiseworthiness
and blameworthiness  exists  above  all  in  the  sphere  in  which  freedom,
morality, choices, and reason interact (Johnson-Laird, 1993). Obviously, it
would be extremely difficult to measure the rightness and wrongness of
an  action,  the  moment  reason  is  divorced  from  the  process  of  the
execution of such an act. 

Most  philosophers  who  argue  in  favour  of  reason,  morality,
freedom and human persons admit to this fact (Coffman & Warfield, 2005;
Bernstein, 2005; Kane, 2002; among others). They believe that reason plays
an important role in human person. For example,  Clouser (1968) citing
Boethius in his “Contra Eutychen et Nestorium” gives a classical definition
of a person as “an individual substance of a rational nature”. What this
means  is  that  a  person  must  be  a  rational  being  or  rather  a  rational
substance. A rational being necessarily possesses self-consciousness or in
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other words, reflective consciousness. Omoregbe (1996:36) posits that it is
not enough for a person to be conscious, he must be conscious of the fact
that  he  is  conscious.  In  other  words,  he  must  be  aware  of  his
consciousness. It is against this backdrop that Rosen (2000:429-437) argues
that Rene Descartes in his “Meditation II” propounds his rational theory
of “Cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am). By this Descartes seeks to
establish  the  fact  that  the  real  human person  is  a  thinking  being  and
thinking is an activity of the mind. Hence, thinking is reasoning. A non-
rational being cannot be a person. The fact that the concept of personality
is  inseparably  linked with  that  of  rationality  makes  it  also  inseparably
intertwined with the concept of morality. This is because the concept of
person is dovetailing with the concept of morality. To be a rational being is
to be a moral being. Only a rational being can be a moral being, just as
only a rational being can be a person.

Again, to say that a person is a moral being does not mean that
such a person always does what is morally right. It simply implies that he
is  subject  to  the  moral  law and that  he consequently  liable  to  be held
responsible for his actions, whether they are good or bad. It means that he
deserves to be blamed or praised, punished or rewarded for his actions,
depending  on  whether  the  actions  in  question  are  morally  wrong  or
morally right. We can therefore say that a person is necessarily a rational
and moral being. But the concept of morality presupposes freedom. No
being could be a moral being if it were not a free being. To be a person is
not only to be a rational and moral being but also a free being. Therefore,
these three attributes namely rationality, morality and freedom are crucial
for a being to be a human person. 

But most importantly is the attribute of rationality.  He is able to
think, take decision and make choices because he has the ability to reason.
For example, if an agent P is confronted with three possible options: X, Y
and  Z.  The ability of  P to choose either  X,  instead of  Y or  Z would be
premised upon his level of reasoning. In this case, reason comes to bear at
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the  point  of  deciding  which  to  choose.  In  fact,  it  is  almost  practically
difficult  if  not  totally  impossible  to  make  a  reasonable  or  satisfactory
choice in the absence of reason. And this according to Omoregbe (1996: 37)
makes a huge difference between a baby and a human person. A baby is,
of course a human being, but it is not yet a human person because it does
not yet meet the essential requirements of personality. Although a baby
has  the  potentiality  to  become  a  self-conscious,  free  and  moral  being
eventually,  as  long as  it  remains  a  baby,  it  is  devoid of  these  essential
attributes of personality. It is not yet morally responsible for its actions. It
will become a person when it shall have grown up and developed these
attributes.

It  is  not  unconnected with this  fact  that  Rosen (2000)  notes  that
Immanuel Kant in his article “The Enlightenment” describes the inability
of man to make use of his reason as “tutelage”, that is, a situation in which
one becomes a slave to another. Such a man according to him can only
gain his freedom from tutelage, if he makes use of his reason. It seems
plausible that Kant came to this conclusion because of the significant place
reason occupies in the human person. As it were, a truly moral and free
person is one who makes use of his reason. The inability of it is a form of
slavery comparable to living in darkness. In other words, a human person
is  capable of  making choices  because  he has  the ability  to  reason.  His
freedom is also closely tied to his reason. Aristotle acknowledges this very
fact when he declares in his “De Anima” 432a 21-28,434a 12-b5, 414b2, as
well as other sections of the “Nicomochean and Eudemian Ethics” that: 

Sensory appetite has two parts: wish and desire. The former
heeds  the  judgments  of  reason  while  the  latter  has  no
deliberative element at all but is red by sense perception or
sensory imagination. Because the two parts of appetite have
dent objects of affection they sometimes conflict, and where
desire is stronger than wish incontinence through weakness
(of wish) results. 
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The  importance  of  the  role  of  reason  in  human  choices  also
accounts why Aristotle outrightly rejects both the Socratic  and Platonic
views on ethical determinism. For Socrates, no one ever commits an act
knowing it to be bad. This view is also affirmed by Plato (Protagoras 352
BC, 358 ff) and Xenophon (Memorabia III, 9, 5) who argued that if a man
knows  what  is  best  he  will  do  it;  only  when  he  ignorantly  mistakes
something bad for what is good does he do the bad thing (Clouser, 1968).  
The problem with this view is that it suggests so strongly that people’s
choices are determined by their knowledge of good and bad (evil), thereby
leaving  no  room for  the  place  of  reason  in  human choices.   Whereas,
reason is an important attribute of the human person. In fact, that agent X
could  choose  Z instead  of  Y is  an  indication  that  X must  have  gone
through the process of reasoning. Thus, it follows that whether Z is good
or  Y is  bad  and  vice  versa,  the  process  of  X making  choices  was
orchestrated  by  reason.   So  for  Aristotle,  the  human  mind  is  not
determined  by  what  is  good  or  bad  as  Socrates  and  Plato  see  it  but
people’s minds are influenced by reason and desires/appetites. One can
rationally determine an action to be bad, but desire to perform the action.
The person has the ability to choose between these conflicting influences,
and thus free to choose good or bad behavior (Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
2006). The experience of St. Paul in Romans 7: 15-20 also strongly attests to
the fact that one can rationally determine an action to be bad, but desire to
perform the action. In his words, Paul laments: 

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do
not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want
to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I
myself who do it,  but it is sin living in me. I know that
nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I
have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.
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For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do
not want to do- this I keep on doing (The Bible-NIV). 

The implication of this laments is simply that whether one chooses good
or  bad,  one  is  responsible  for  his  actions.  Also  that  there  is  apparent
struggle in the process of making choices and this is partly because reason
tends  to  portray  the  possible  options  for  which  one  chooses  one.  The
human person therefore is a rational, moral and free being. Such a person
always has the chances of choosing otherwise, other than that which he
decidedly  chooses.  For  those  who  believe  that  human  actions  are
determined and hence not morally responsible for their actions, there is
need for a rethink.

Conclusion
In  this  research,  effort  has  been  made  to  examine  the

interconnectedness  between  reason  and  human  choices  and  how  this
throws some light on the freewill versus determinism debate. The research
argues that reason plays a very significant role in human choices. The will
to choose between good and evil is strongly intertwined with the ability to
reason. Choices are not made in a vacuum. They are preceded by reason.
The choices we make are the result of the reasoning process. It is because
we reason that we are called rational, moral and free beings. And since we
are rational, moral and free beings, it follows that we are responsible for
our actions as well. Whether we choose good or evil is a function of our
desires  and  since  desires  determines  our  choices,  it  follows  that  our
choices are informed by our reason. Therefore, we can debunk the view
which denies moral responsibility. By this the paper defends a libertarian
position,  which  preserves  most  fully  the  sense  of  moral  responsibility
upon which reason is fundamental.
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