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Dissertation Abstract

The Logic of Planning

Over the past 40 years, decision theorists have produced an impressive body of
literature employing dynamic choice arguments to defend the standard principles
of Bayesian decision theory. However, examination of the import of these argu-
ments has largely been restricted to the context of Savage-style decision theories
that posit a sharp distinction between acts, states, and outcomes, while the more
general framework developed in Richard Jeffrey’s Logic of Decision has remained
relatively neglected. My dissertation aims to remedy this situation by extracting
and defending what I take to be the core insights of dynamic choice arguments and
exploring their significance in the context of Jeffrey-style decision theories.

Despite their widely granted intuitive appeal, the merit of dynamic choice argu-
ments remains a matter of controversy. Hence, my opening chapter sketches a
philosophical defense of the dynamic consistency principle that I take to lie at the
heart of standard dynamic choice arguments. This principle posits that a rational
agents’ own attitudes never preclude her from implementing ex ante optimal plans
in contexts of sequential choice. Given this characterization of dynamic consis-
tency, I also argue that certain risk-sensitive preferences are problematic in a way
that incomplete preferences are not, thus contributing to a long standing debate
on the interrelation of independence, completeness, and dynamic consistency.

With an informal defense of dynamic consistency laid out, the second chapter
turns to the matter of formally modelling sequential choice within Jeffrey’s deci-
sion theoretic framework. The first problem that confronts us here is that dynamic
consistency concerns the evaluation of plans, while the Logic of Decision is a theory
concerned with ranking propositions according to their desirability. Relying upon
the standard practice of modelling sequential choice problems via Bayesian decision
trees, I show how we can model plans in a Jeffrey-style framework by employing
conditionals that I neutrally dub ‘planning conditionals’. 1 then argue that how
we interpret planning conditionals has implications for the dynamic consistency
of desirability maximizers. On certain interpretations of the planning conditional,
but not others, desirability maximization gives rise to dynamic inconsistency.

When Newcomb problems arise, desirability maximization conflicts with causal
decision theory. In such cases, the latter’s prescriptions are superior to the for-
mer’s. Unfortunately, Arif Ahmed has recently argued that causal decision theory
is dynamically inconsistent. This generates a puzzle: the correct account of static
choice generates diachronic tragedy. My third chapter proposes a resolution of
this puzzle via a principle of Autonomy, which requires that rational agents take
the (subjective) evidential import of their acts to coincide with their (perceived)
causal import. Building on Ahmed’s work, I produce a recipe for turning causalist
violations of Autonomy into dynamic inconsistencies and prove a theorem showing
that Autonomy is sufficient for the dynamic consistency of causalists. This result
justifies an identification of causalist behavior with desirability maximization in the
case of fully rational agents, yielding perhaps the most surprising result of taking
dynamic consistency seriously in the context of Jeffrey-style decision theories.



