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INTRODUCTION

In the last few years, several people have argued that sci-
ence has shown us that human beings don’t have free will.
People like Daniel Wegner (a Harvard psychologist) and
Sam Harris (a neuroscientist and the author of various
“popular philosophy” books) claim that certain scientific
findings reveal that free will is an illusion.

If this were true, it would be less than splendid. And
it would be surprising, too, because it really seems like we
have free will. It seems that what we do from moment to
moment is determined by conscious decisions that we
freely make. Suppose, for instance, that I'm lying on my
couch watching TV, and I suddenly decide to get up and go
for a walk. It seems that the reason that I got up and went
forawalkis that I made a conscious decision to do so. I could
have kept watching TV, or I could have done something
completely different. Hell, I could have painted myself
green and pretended I was the Incredible Hulk, engaged



in a battle to the death with an evil troupe of Lithuanian
trapeze artists. But I didn’t; I went for a walk. And when I
did that, I exercised my free will. Or so it seems to us. But
if people like Wegner and Harris are right, then this feeling
of freedom that we all have is an illusion. On their view, we
don’t really have free will. In other words, we don’t have
any real choice about what we do. Rather, on their view,
everything we do is completely caused by things that are
totally out of our control. And, again, according to these
people, there is scientific evidence that supports the claim
that we don’t have free will.

I don’t trust these people. It’s not that I don’t trust sci-
ence. On the contrary, [ really trust science. I think it’s the
best way we have of acquiring knowledge about the world.
[just don’t trust people. And I really don’t trust people who
tell me that science has shown that some crazy claim is true.
Now, don’t get me wrong—I'm fully aware that science has
already shown us that lots of crazy claims are true. But for
every case where science has legitimately established the
truth of some crazy-sounding result, there are a thousand
cases where people erroneously claim that science has es-
tablished a crazy-sounding result. So the moral here is this:
Just because someone with a PhD and a lab coat tells you
that science has established some nutty conclusion doesn’t
mean it’s really true. Of course, it doesn’t mean it’s false
either. My claim is simply that we have to check it out for
ourselves.
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So I'm completely open to the idea that science could
establish that we don’t have free will. After all, our deci-
sion-making processes are brain processes. In particular,
they’re neural processes, and neural processes are obvi-
ously in the domain of scientific investigation. That’s just
what neuroscience does—it studies neural processes. So
it’s a real possibility that neuroscientists could discover
that we don’t have free will. I'm just not sure that they
have discovered this. So I want to look for myself and see
if they’re right.

That’s what this book is going to be about. I'm going
to discuss and evaluate the various arguments and scien-
tific experiments that people have put forward in support
of the claim that human beings don’t have free will. By
the end of the book, we’ll be able to answer the question
of whether the various arguments are any good; in other
words, we’ll be able to say whether we really do have good
reason to give up our belief in free will.

Before going any further, I want to bring out an issue that
will be relevant to our discussion. Broadly speaking, we can
endorse two different views about the nature of human be-
ings. These two views can be summarized as follows:

The spiritual, religious view of humans Every person

has an immortal soul, or a nonphysical spirit, that’s
distinct from the physical body and that somehow
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It’s a real possibility that
neuroscientists could
discover that we don’t
have free will. I'm just
not sure that they have
discovered this.



“drives” the body, or “tells the body what to do.” For
instance, if you're thirsty and you consciously decide
to go into the kitchen to get a glass of water, then
it’s your soul that makes this conscious decision and
causes your body to get up and start walking.

The materialistic, scientific view of humans There is
no more to a human being than his or her physical
body. There is no nonphysical soul in addition to the
body. So everything about you that makes you who
you are can be found in your brain. Your beliefs and
desires, your hopes and fears, your memories, your
feelings of love and hate—these are all in your brain,
coded by neural pathways. And if we want to know
why you got up and walked into the kitchen, we just
have to look at your brain. There’s nowhere else to
look, because you don’t have a nonphysical soul. Your
thirstiness was a physical thing, neurally coded in
your brain. Moreover, your conscious decision to go
get some water was also physical—it was a physical,
neural event that occurred in your brain. And this
neural event caused your muscles to move, and so on
and so forth.

The debate between these two views is obviously very

heated and controversial in its own right, and I am not
going to try to settle this debate here. But the difference
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between these two views of human beings is important to
our topic for a few reasons. The first point to note is that
the scientific enemies of free will—people like Wegner and
Harris, who think that science has shown that we don’t
have free will—generally assume something like a materi-
alistic, scientific view of humans.

Now, given this, you might think, “So, if I believe in God,
and if I believe that I have a nonphysical soul, then I don’t
have to worry about the arguments that these people have
given. I don’t have to worry that I might not have free will.”

Butit’s not obvious that thisis right. It may be that the
belief in souls doesn’t solve the problem. In other words,
it may be that even if you accept the spiritual, religious
view—even if you believe that we all possess nonphysical
souls that drive our bodies—you can’t use this belief to
weasel out of the arguments against free will. It may be
that the arguments against free will still go through. We’ll
have to see about this.

In any event, whatever we say about whether the spir-
itual, religious view can be used to block the arguments
against free will, I'm going to spend much more time look-
ing for a response to the anti-free-will arguments that we
can all use, regardless of whether we believe in nonphysical
souls. In doing this, I will often be assuming for the sake of
argument that the materialistic, scientific view of humans
is correct. In other words, the question I'll be trying to an-
swer is whether we can find a way of responding to the
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arguments against free will if we assume that human beings
don’t have nonphysical souls. My idea here is that if we can
find a way for materialists to respond to the anti-free-will
arguments, then advocates of the spiritual, religious view
should be able to respond in a similar way. So by proceed-
ing in this fashion, we’ll actually be looking for a response
that everyone can use.

Butin the spirit of disclosure—so you know who you're
listening to here—let me lay my cards on the table. I don’t
believe in God, and I don’t believe in nonphysical souls. I'm
not a mad-dog, foaming-at-the-mouth atheist, but [ just in
fact don’t believe that there are any such things as Gods or
nonphysical souls. But this view of mine won’t really mat-
ter in this book because, again, I'm going to be looking for
an answer to the arguments against free will that we can
all use, and what’s more, I'm going to address the question
of whether we can escape the anti-free-will arguments by
abandoning materialism and endorsing the idea that we all
have nonphysical souls.

Before getting down to business, I should probably say
something about the fact that free will is important to us.
This is a point that’s often made by people writing on this
topic. They tell us that free will is central to morality, re-
ligion, politics, and our legal system. Indeed, we're told
that free will is crucial to our conception of ourselves as
human beings.
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This is perhaps all true, but I smell a rat. This sounds
to me like an attempt to justify the decision to write about
free will. Moreover, I think that these high-brow, noble-
sounding musings fail to get at the main reason that we
care about the question of whether we have free will. The
main reason we care about this question is that we want
free will. We want it for the same reason that we want ice
cream and happiness and sex—because it’s good. Free will
is just an intrinsically good thing that we all want. So if it
turned out that we don’t have it—that the feeling of free
will is an illusion—that would just be bad.

But, of course, even if free will is intrinsically desir-
able, it might also be true thatit’s important as a means to
other things. For instance, you might think that we need
free will in order to justify the way that we treat criminals.
You might think that if people don’t have free will, then
no one deserves to be punished. Consider, for instance,
Bruno Hauptmann, who was convicted of kidnapping and
murdering Charles Lindbergh’s baby. Most people would
say that if Hauptmann was in fact guilty, then he deserved
to be punished for his crimes. But if he didn’t have any
free will—if his actions were caused by things that were
completely out of his control, so that he didn’t have any
genuine choice about what he did—then it’s hard to see
how his actions were his fault, and it’s hard to see how
it could be fair to blame him. We might still incarcerate
criminals like this—just to protect ourselves—but if they
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don’t have free will, then it’s hard to see how they deserve
this treatment.

The moral thinking behind this argument might be
right, but I have a hard time believing that there’s any-
thing of real pragmatic use here. Even if we became utterly
convinced that people don’t have free will, nothing much
would change. It would be big news for a few days, but then
we’d get bored and move on to the next big thing—like
Lindsay Lohan getting a DUI, or whatever. And if after the
discovery that humans don’t have free will, someone kid-
napped and murdered your baby, I'm betting dollars to do-
nuts that you'd feel moral outrage; youd feel in your heart
that the murderer deserved to be punished, free will or no
free will.

People are people, and if we really discovered that we
don’t have free will, I don’t think it would change much
of anything. But this doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t be big
news. It would. And it would be bad news. It would be like
learning that there was no more chocolate. It wouldn’t be
the end of the world if we found out that we would have
to make do without chocolate, and within a few days, we’'d
move on; we'd start eating more vanilla and caramel, and
that would be the end of it. But this doesn’t change the fact
that we like chocolate and we don’t want to live without it.
And the same goes for free will.

(An anonymous referee for this book objected here on
the grounds that some people don't like chocolate. If this
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were true, it would of course be devastating to my argu-
ment, but I don’t believe it for a second. Most people who

claim not to like chocolate are dirty liars who can usually
be discovered sneaking Snickers bars behind the dumpster
in the parking lot, and the remaining few who honestly
believe that they don’t like chocolate are simply confused.
They usually just haven’t tried chocolate in the right set-
ting. If you're in this category, try eating an entire Sara Lee

chocolate cake while lying in bed, under the covers, with
the curtains drawn, watching reruns of As the World Turns.
I think you'll be surprised at the results.)
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THE CASE AGAINST FREE WILL

I want to start by presenting the arguments against free
will. Later, I'll try to figure out whether these arguments
are any good, but in this chapter, I just want to formulate
the arguments in the strongest way I can, as the enemies
of free will conceive of them.

The central idea behind the arguments against free
will is the idea of determinism, so I'll begin there.

Determinism

Let’s start off by thinking about pool balls. Suppose you hit
a cue ball into an eight ball, and the eight ball goes into a
corner pocket. Given the way that the cue ball hit the eight
ball—given the exact force of the impact, and the exact way
that the cue ball was spinning, and so on—it seems that
there was only one thing that the eight ball could have done.



In other words, it seems that the way that the cue ball hit
the eight ball determined the path that the eight ball would
follow. It seems that the eight ball couldn’t have done any-
thing else. You can think of this in terms of the laws of phys-
ics. It seems that the eight ball was forced to behave in the
way that it did by the laws of physics, or the laws of nature.

Determinism is the view that all events are like this.
It’s the view that every physical event is completely caused
by prior events together with the laws of nature. Or, to put
the point differently, it’s the view that every event has a
cause that makes it happen in the one and only way that it
could have happened.

(Actually, this characterization of determinism is a bit
rough. If you want a precise definition, we can say that de-
terminism is the view that a complete statement of the
laws of nature, together with a complete description of the
universe at some specific time, logically entails a complete
description of the universe at all later times.)

But however we define determinism, the main point I
want to make here is that, intuitively, it seems right. Indeed,
it can seem downright obvious. To see why, consider a dif-
ferent case involving pool balls. Suppose that we set up two
balls right next to each other and that you and I hit them
simultaneously, very lightly, with our pool cues. And sup-
pose that my ball rolls 12 inches before stopping, whereas
your ball rolls 12.1 inches. Given this, let’s ask the following
question: why did your ball go farther than mine did?
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Well, the obvious answer is that you hit your ball a bit
harder than I did. But, of course, there are other possible
explanations we might give. It could be that we hit the balls
with equal force but that your ball weighs a bit less than
mine. Or it could be that there was a bit more friction on
the part of the table that my ball rolled over. Or whatever.
We might not know the answer to the above question, but
it seems clear that there has to be an answer. But imagine
someone responding to our question by saying this:

There’s no reason why your ball went farther. It just
did. The two balls have the exact same mass; and they
were hit with the exact same force; and there were
exactly equivalent amounts of friction on the two
parts of the table; and so on. In short, there were no
differences between the two cases. The one ball just
went farther than the other one did, and that’s all
there is to it. In other words, nothing caused this to
happen,; it just did.

Intuitively, this seems crazy. It would seem very natural to
respond to this little speech by saying something like the

following;:

What in the Sam Hill are you talking about? Physical
events don’t just happen. If one ball went farther than
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the other one did, then there has to be a reason for
this. Something must have caused it to go farther.

This seems right. But notice that this is just what a deter-
minist would say. To say that things don’t just happen is
essentially equivalent to saying that every event is com-
pletely caused by prior events.

So, again, determinism seems very plausible. But
it’s also important to note that determinism has some
very striking consequences. Notice, for instance, that if
determinism is true, then as soon as the Big Bang took
place 13 billion years ago, the entire history of the uni-
verse was already settled. In other words, it was already
determined that everything would take place exactly
as it has taken place. It was already determined, for in-
stance, that there would be a tsunami in Japan in 2011.
Why? Because if determinism is true, then every time
something happens, there’s only one next thing that can
happen. So once the Big Bang happened, the next event
was forced on us by the laws of physics; and then the next
event after that was forced on us as well; and likewise for
the next one, and the next one, and the next one, all the
way through history. So according to determinism, once
the Big Bang happened, it was just an inevitable step-by-
step 13-billion-year march to the 2011 tsunami. That’s a
pretty striking claim.
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The Classical Argument Against Free Will

There’s a very old argument against free will that’s based
on the assumption that determinism is true. If determin-
ism is true, then it was already settled 13 billion years ago,
right after the Big Bang occurred, that there would be a
tsunami in Japan in 2011. But that’s not all. The point ap-
plies to us as well. For instance, it was also already settled
that in that same infamous year—indeed, within weeks of
the tsunami—Charlie Sheen was going to go on national
TV and proclaim not just that he was a warlock but that
he had “Adonis DNA” (a term I'm assuming he got from
biologists). Or to strike a bit closer to home, it was already
settled that you would be reading this book right now. In
fact, if determinism is true, then everything you've ever
done—every choice you've ever made—was already deter-
mined 13 billion years ago. But if this is true, then it has
obvious implications for free will.

Suppose that you're in an ice cream parlor, waiting in
line, trying to decide whether to order chocolate or vanilla
ice cream. And suppose that when you get to the front of
the line, you decide to order chocolate. Was this choice
a product of your free will? Well, if determinism is true,
then your choice was completely caused by prior events.
The immediate causes of the decision were neural events
that occurred in your brain just prior to your choice. But,
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If determinism is true,
then everything you've
ever done—every choice
you've ever made—was
already determined 13
billion years ago.



of course, if determinism is true, then those neural events
that caused your decision had physical causes as well; they
were caused by even earlier events—events that occurred
just before they did. And so on, stretching back into the
past. We can follow this back to when you were a baby, to
the very first events of your life. In fact, we can keep go-
ing back before that, because if determinism is true, then
those first events were also caused by prior events. We can
keep going back to events that occurred before you were
even conceived, to events involving your mother and fa-
ther and a bottle of Chianti.

So if determinism is true, then it was already settled
before you were born that you were going to order choco-
late ice cream when you got to the front of the line. But if
this is true, then it would seem to follow that you didn’t
order chocolate ice cream of your own free will. And, of
course, the same can be said about all of our decisions. If
determinism is true, then every choice that any human be-
ing has ever made was already predetermined by events
that took place billions of years ago, before our solar sys-
tem even existed. And so it seems that if determinism is
true, then human beings do not have free will.

Let’s call this the classical argument against free will. It
proceeds by assuming that determinism is true and argu-

ing from there that we don’t have free will.
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Is Determinism Really True?

There’s a big problem with the classical argument against
free will. It just assumes that determinism is true. The idea
behind the argument seems to be that determinism is
just a commonsense truism. But it’s actually not a com-
monsense truism. Now, I said a few paragraphs back that,
intuitively, determinism seems right. But one of the main
lessons of twentieth-century physics is that we can’t know
by common sense, or by intuition, that determinism is
true. Determinism is a controversial hypothesis about the
workings of the physical world. We could only know that
it’s true by doing some high-level physics. Moreover—and
this is another lesson of twentieth-century physics—as of
right now, we don’t have any good evidence for determin-
ism. In other words, our best physical theories don’t an-
swer the question of whether determinism is true.

During the reign of classical physics (or Newtonian
physics), it was widely believed that determinism was true.
But in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
physicists started to discover some problems with New-
ton’s theory, and it was eventually replaced with a new the-
ory—quantum mechanics. (Actually, it was replaced by two
new theories, namely, quantum mechanics and relativity
theory. But relativity theory isn’t relevant to the topic of
free will.) Quantum mechanics has several strange and in-
teresting features, but the one that’s relevant to free will
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is that this new theory contains laws that are probabilistic
rather than deterministic. We can understand what this
means very easily. Roughly speaking, deterministic laws

of nature look like this:

If you have a physical system in state S, and if you
perform experiment E on that system, then you will
get outcome O.

But quantum physics contains probabilistic laws that look
like this:

If you have a physical system in state S, and if you
perform experiment E on that system, then there are
two different possible outcomes, namely, O1 and O2;
moreover, there’s a 50 percent chance that you'll get
outcome O1 and a 50 percent chance that you'll get
outcome O2.

It’s important to notice what follows from this. Suppose
that we take a physical system, put it into state S, and per-
form experiment E on it. Now suppose that when we per-
form this experiment, we get outcome O1. Finally, suppose
we ask the following question: “Why did we get outcome
O1 instead of 02?” The important point to notice is that
quantum mechanics doesn’t answer this question. It doesn’t
give us any explanation at all for why we got outcome O1
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instead of O2. In other words, as far as quantum mechan-
ics is concerned, it could be that nothing caused us to get
result O1; it could be that this just happened.

Now, Einstein famously thought that this couldn’t be
the whole story. You've probably heard that he once said
that “God doesn’t play dice with the universe.” What he
meant when he said this was that the fundamental laws of
nature can’t be probabilistic. The fundamental laws, Ein-
stein thought, have to tell us what will happen next, not
what will probably happen, or what might happen. So Ein-
stein thought that there had to be a hidden layer of real-
ity, below the quantum level, and that if we could find this
hidden layer, we could get rid of the probabilistic laws of
quantum mechanics and replace them with deterministic
laws, laws that tell us what will happen next, not just what
will probably happen next. And, of course, if we could do
this—if we could find this hidden layer of reality and these
deterministic laws of nature—then we would be able to
explain why we got outcome O1 instead of O2.

But a lot of other physicists—most notably, Werner
Heisenberg and Niels Bohr—disagreed with Einstein.
They thought that the quantum layer of reality was the
bottom layer. And they thought that the fundamental
laws of nature—or at any rate, some of these laws—were
probabilistic laws. But if this is right, then it means that at
least some physical events aren’t deterministically caused
by prior events. It means that some physical events just
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happen. For instance, if Heisenberg and Bohr are right,
then nothing caused us to get outcome O1 instead of O2;
there was no reason why this happened; it just did.

The debate between Einstein on the one hand and
Heisenberg and Bohr on the other is crucially important to
our discussion. Einstein is a determinist. If he’s right, then
every physical event is predetermined—or in other words,
completely caused by prior events. But if Heisenberg and
Bohr are right, then determinism is false. On their view,
not every event is predetermined by the past and the laws
of nature; some things just happen, for no reason at all. In
other words, if Heisenberg and Bohr are right, then inde-
terminism is true.

And here’s the really important point for us. The de-
bate between determinists like Einstein and indetermin-
ists like Heisenberg and Bohr has never been settled. We
don’t have any good evidence for either view. Quantum
mechanics is still our best theory of the subatomic world,
but we just don’t know whether there’s another layer of
reality, beneath the quantum layer. And so we don’t know
whether all physical events are completely caused by prior
events. In other words, we don’t know whether determin-
ism or indeterminism is true. Future physicists might be
able to settle this question, but as of right now, we don’t
know the answer.

But now notice that if we don’t know whether deter-

minism is true or false, then this completely undermines
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the classical argument against free will. That argument
just assumed that determinism is true. But we now know
that there is no good reason to believe this. The question
of whether determinism is true is an open question for
physicists. So the classical argument against free will is
a failure—it doesn’t give us any good reason to conclude
that we don’t have free will.

The New-and-Improved Arguments Against Free Will

We just found that the classical argument against free will
doesn’t work. But the enemies of free will are completely
undeterred by this. They still think there’s a powerful ar-
gument to be made against free will. In fact, they think
there are two such arguments. Both of these arguments
can be thought of as attempts to fix the classical argument,

but as we will see, they do this in completely different ways.

The First Argument Against Free Will: The Random-Or-
Predetermined Argument

The first argument against free will is based on the idea
that even if determinism isn’t true, we still don’t have free
will. To see why a lot of people believe this, let’s go back to
your decision to order chocolate ice cream. There are two
different possibilities here:
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1. Your choice was caused by prior events.
2. Your choice wasn’t caused by prior events.

The problem is that it seems that both of these possibilities
are incompatible with the idea that you chose of your own
free will. Now, we've already argued that the first possibil-
ity is incompatible with free will, because this is just the
case where your choice was completely predetermined by
the past. What we need to think about, then, is the second
case—the case where your choice wasn’t caused by prior
events. In this case, your decision was still a neural event
that occurred in your brain, but now we’re supposed to
imagine that nothing caused it to occur. Nothing made
it happen. In other words, it just happened. The neurons
could have fired in a different way—they could have fired
in a way that made you order vanilla—but, in fact, they
didn’t. They fired in a way that made you order chocolate.
But wait. To say that your decision just happened is just
to say that it happened randomly. But if your decision oc-
curred randomly, then that’s no more compatible with free
will than if it was causally predetermined by prior events.
Think about it for a minute. If your decision just randomly
appeared in your brain, then how could it be right to say
that you chose of your own free will? That wouldn’t make
any sense at all. To say that you chose of your own free
will is to say that you were responsible for the choice, and
that you were in control of the choice. But none of this is

THE CASE AGAINST FREE WILL 23



true if the decision just randomly appeared in your brain.
Therefore, it seems clear that if our decisions occur ran-
domly—if they just randomly appear in our brains—then
we do not have free will.

This gives rise to a powerful argument against free will.
There are only two possibilities here—our decisions are ei-
ther caused by prior events or not caused by prior events—
and both of these possibilities rule out free will. If our
decisions are caused by prior events, then they’re not the
products of our free will because they’re predetermined by
the past. And if they’re not caused by prior events, then
they’re not the products of our free will because they just
happen—Dbecause they just randomly appear in our brains.
So either way, we don’t have free will.

So that’s the first argument against free will. Let’s
call it the random-or-predetermined argument. It’s an ex-
tremely powerful argument; it’s much more formidable
than the classical argument, and in recent years it has be-
come much more popular, especially among professional
philosophers.

Before moving on to the second argument against free will,
[ want to make two quick points about the random-or-pre-
determined argument. First, the conclusion of this argu-
ment isn’t just that we don’t have free will. It’s that free
will is impossible. Indeed, if the random-or-predetermined
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argument is right, then the whole idea of free will is inco-
herent. For a decision to be truly free, it has to satisfy two

different conditions:
(i) Itcan’t be predetermined by prior events.
(ii) It can’t be random.

But the whole point of the random-or-predetermined
argument is that it’s literally impossible to satisfy both of
these requirements at the same time. The idea is that if
our decisions are caused then they don’t satisfy condition
(1), and if they’re not caused then they don’t satisfy condi-

tion (ii).

The second point I want to make about the random-or-
predetermined argument is that I have simplified it a bit.
If you're curious about this, you can read this section, and
I will explain how I've simplified it and what the unsim-
plified version of the argument looks like. I want to warn
you in advance, however, that this section is a bit nitpicky,
and what’s more, it’s not really necessary for the rest of
the book. So if you're not in a nitpicky mood, you can skip
down to the next section and read on from there. You
won't have missed anything that will matter to the rest
of the book.

The first thing we need to do, to understand the
simplification, is to distinguish two different kinds of
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causation—deterministic causation and probabilistic causa-
tion. We can define these two kinds of causation as follows:

A. To say that an event was deterministically caused
by prior events is to say that it was completely caused
by prior events. In other words, it’s to say that it was
completely predetermined, so that prior events forced it
to happen in the one and only way that it could have
happened.

B. To say that an event was probabilistically caused,
on the other hand, is to say that it was caused by
prior events but that these prior events didn’t force it
to happen. Rather, the prior events simply increased
the probability that the event in question would
happen.

Given this, it seems that, strictly speaking, when the en-

emies of free will articulate the random-or-predetermined

argument against free will, they need to distinguish three

possibilities, not two. For any given decision, the three

possibilities are as follows:
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1. The decision is completely caused (or
deterministically caused) by prior events.

2. The decision is completely uncaused.
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3. The decision is probabilistically caused (but not
deterministically caused) by prior events.

As T've set things up here, the random-or-predetermined
argument consists in arguing that the first two possibili-
ties are incompatible with free will. Therefore, strictly
speaking, the authors of this argument need to argue that
the third possibility is also incompatible with free will. But
it turns out that this isn’t very hard to do. The enemies of
free will can do it by saying something like this:

If a decision is probabilistically caused but not
deterministically caused, then it’s partially caused
and partially uncaused. But insofar as it’s caused, it’s
not free because it’s predetermined; and insofar as
it’s uncaused, it’s not free because it’s random. So the
third possibility is no more compatible with free will
than the first two, because it’s really just a mixture of

the first two.

So the difference between the simplified and unsimpli-
fied versions of the random-or-predetermined argument
is that the latter includes a discussion of the third pos-
sibility. But this doesn’t really change things very much. It
doesn’t change the feel of the random-or-predetermined
argument, and more importantly for us, it won't change
things when we go to evaluate the argument. So just to
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make things easy, I'm going to ignore this complication;
in other words, in what follows, when I talk about the ran-
dom-or-predetermined argument, I will be talking about
the simplified version—the one that focuses on the first

two possibilities and ignores the third.

The Second Argument Against Free Will: The Scientific
Argument
The second argument against free will is based on the fol-

lowing claim:

There is strong empirical evidence for the idea that
our actions and decisions are completely caused by

nonconscious events that we have no control over.

The earliest evidence for this came from psychologists,
who discovered that many of our actions and decisions
are caused by things that we’re completely unaware of. We
have known for a long time, for instance, that our behav-
ior can be influenced by things like subliminal messages.
Moreover, when our behavior is influenced by things like
this, we construct elaborate stories (or as psychologists
say, we confabulate stories) to explain why we did what we
did. We think these explanations are true, but they aren’t;
they’re completely false. In short, psychologists have pro-
duced ample evidence for the claim that we are often to-

tally mistaken about why we do what we do.
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We've all heard the stories of these studies. If the
owner of a movie theater splices a single frame of a bag
of popcorn into the middle of a movie, people in the the-
ater won'’t consciously notice it at all, but they will be much
more likely to get up and go buy popcorn. These studies
can be pretty depressing. They can make you embarrassed
to be human. (And to be honest, the whole thing makes
me a bit nervous about going to the movies. I mean, God
knows what kinds of weird things they could get me to do.
I can just hear the puzzled questions I'd get later from my
wife: “Honey? ... I just got off the phone with Mrs. Kravitz.
Did you sneak into their house and put my eczema cream
in their freezer?”)

In any event, to return to the discussion of the sci-
entific argument against free will, the most compelling
evidence here comes not from psychologists but from
neuroscientists. These people have discovered some neu-
ral events that occur in our heads—some purely physical,
nonconscious brain events—that occur before we make our
conscious decisions and that seem to determine how these
decisions will go. In other words, the neural events in ques-
tion seem to be the physical causes of our decisions.

Several neuroscientific experiments are relevant here,
but the first of these experiments, and the most famous
of them, were performed by Benjamin Libet in 1983. Libet
was building on a previous neuroscientific discovery from
the 1960s. It was discovered then that conscious decisions
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are associated with a certain kind of brain activity known

as the readiness potential. (It doesn’t really matter what the

readiness potential is, but for the curious, it’s a shift in elec-
trical potential that’s measurable on the scalp.) In Libet’s

study, subjects sat facing a large, specially designed clock

that could measure time in milliseconds. Subjects were

told to flick their wrists whenever they felt an urge to do

so and to note the exact time that they felt the conscious

urge to move. Meanwhile, Libet used EEG to measure the

subjects’ brains. He found that the readiness potential—
the physical brain activity associated with our decisions—
arose about a half a second before the conscious intention

to move.

These studies became immediately famous, and they
have been enormously influential. The reason they’re so
important is that many people think they deliver a death
blow to free will. The argument here is simple. It can be
put like this:

When you perform an action, if you don’t make a
conscious decision to act until after the physical
causes of your action have already been set in motion,
then the idea that you have free will is an illusion. It
simply makes no sense to say that you decided to
flick your wrist of your own free will if the physical
causes of your action were already in motion before
you made your conscious choice.
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In the thirty years since Libet first published his results,
numerous scientists have performed similar experiments.
People have changed various things about the experimen-
tal setup, and they have produced some very interesting
results. But the most striking follow-up studies have been

performed very recently by J. D. Haynes. Haynes’s subjects

were given two buttons, one for their left hand and one for
their right hand, and they were told to make a decision at
some point as to whether to press the left button or the

right button and to go ahead and push the given button

as soon as they made their decision. Using fMRI instead

of EEG, Haynes found unconscious brain activity that pre-
dicted whether subjects would press the left button or the

right; and he found that this activity arose seven to ten sec-
onds before the person made a conscious decision to push

the given button.

This is pretty stunning. If you're about to choose be-
tween two options, and if somebody watching your brain
could predict which of the two options you're going to
choose a full seven seconds before you make your conscious
choice, then clearly, the conscious choosing isn’t respon-
sible for determining what you do. What you were going to
do was already settled before you made the decision. And
if that’s right, then it’s hard to see how it makes any sense

at all to say that you have free will.
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The Two Arguments in a Nutshell

To sum things up, there are two different arguments for
the conclusion that we don’t have free will. They can be
put like this:

The random-or-predetermined argument against free
will Our decisions are either caused by prior events
or not caused by prior events. If they are caused by
prior events, then they’re not the products of our
free will because they’re predetermined by prior
events. And if they’re not caused by prior events,
then they’re not the products of our free will because
they happen randomly, and it makes no sense to say
that we have free will if our choices just randomly

appear in our brains.

The scientific argument against free will There is
strong scientific evidence (from psychology and
neuroscience) that supports the claim that our
conscious decisions are completely caused by events
that occur before we choose, that are completely out
of our control, and indeed, that we’re completely
unaware of.

It’'s worth noting that both of these arguments can be

seen as attempts to fix the classical argument against free

will. The classical argument proceeded by assuming that
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determinism is true and arguing that this rules out free
will. The problem with this argument is that we don’t have
any good reason to think that determinism is really true.
But given this, we can think of advocates of the random-
or-predetermined argument as responding to the situa-

tion by saying this:

It doesn’t matter whether determinism is true,
because indeterminism is just as incompatible with

free will as determinism is.

And we can think of advocates of the scientific argument
as responding to the situation by saying this:

It doesn’t matter whether the full-blown hypothesis
of determinism is true, because it doesn’t matter
whether all events are predetermined by prior
events. All that matters is whether our decisions are
predetermined by prior events. And the point of the
scientific argument against free will is that we have
good evidence for thinking that they are.

Finally, it’s important to note that whereas the scientific
argument is (obviously) a scientific argument, the random-
or-predetermined argument is not a scientific argument. It
doesn’t rely on any scientific evidence. It’s a philosophical

argument.
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CAN RELIGION SAVE FREE WILL?

It might seem that we could respond to the arguments

against free will by adopting the spiritual, religious view of

humans. In particular, you might think we could respond

by saying something like this:

Spiritual-religious response to the anti-free-will
arguments The arguments against free will that
were described in chapter 2 seem to assume that
human beings are purely physical things, made up
of nothing but physical particles that move around
according to the laws of physics. Well, if you have
that view of human beings, it’s no wonder there’s
no room for free will. But there’s another view of
human beings, namely, the spiritual, religious view,
which holds that each of us possesses a nonphysical
soul that’s distinct from the physical body. If this is
right, then human beings aren’t subject to the laws



of physics in the way that pool balls are. A conscious
human decision is fundamentally different from

a pool shot. A pool shot is a purely physical event.
But a conscious decision isn’t purely physical. It’s
something that a person does. It’s an act that’s
performed by a nonphysical soul. And so it’s not
governed by the laws of physics.

I want to say two things in response to this little speech,
one very quick, and the other a bit longer. The quick point
isjust this: evenif it’s true that we can avoid the arguments
against free will by embracing the spiritual, religious view
of humans, this will only be a plausible response for part of
the population, because there are a lot of people out there
(me included) who don’t believe the spiritual, religious
view. So for these people, the question remains whether
there’s some other way of avoiding the arguments against
free will.

The second, longer point I want to make here is that
I don’t think the spiritual-religious response to the anti-
free-will arguments works. In other words, even if it’s true
that each of us possesses a nonphysical soul, I don’t think
we can use this to block the arguments against free will.
We can understand why this is so by running through the
two arguments against free will and seeing how they still
stand, even if we assume that people have nonphysical
souls. I will do this in a moment. But first I want to make
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apreliminary point. [ want to explain why it can still make
perfect sense to say that our decisions are caused, even if

we endorse the spiritual, religious view of humans.

The Causation of Decisions and the Spiritual, Religious

View of Humans

Even if the spiritual, religious view of humans is right, we
still might want to say that our decisions and actions can

be caused. To appreciate this, consider the following story:

Tracy wants to go home to visit her mother. She
knows she can go either by plane or by train. But
Tracy has an intense, irrational fear of flying; every
time she thinks about it, she has vivid images of

her plane falling out of the sky like a bag of dirt and
exploding on impact; she sees herself clear as day,
being thrown from the fiery wreckage and impaled
on a stalk of corn in the middle of a farm in Iowa.
On the other hand, Tracy absolutely loves trains;

she has romantic ideas about seeing the heartland
of America through the window of a dining car and
weird fantasies that take place in boiler rooms with
men wearing engineer’s caps. (She is unaware that
boiler rooms are actually on ships, not trains, and her
analyst doesn’t want to disabuse her of this delusion
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for fear that it may trigger an “episode.”) Finally,
Tracy believes that a train ticket will be less expensive
than a plane ticket. She is aware that it will take a bit
longer to travel by train—in particular, it will take
twelve hours instead of two—but Tracy doesn’t mind
this. In fact, she likes the idea. She has a desire to
relax on the train for a day before seeing her mother,
who can be ... well, let’s just say she can be difficult,
and leave it at that. So Tracy decides to buy a train
ticket instead of a plane ticket.

Now, let’s ask whether Tracy’s decision to buy a train
ticket was caused by anything. The obvious answer is that
it was. It was caused by her love of trains, and her fear of
flying, and her belief that a train ticket would be less ex-
pensive, and her desire to spend a day on the train before
seeing her mother. In short, it seems that Tracy’s deci-
sion was caused by her beliefs and desires and fears and
so on. And here’s the really important point for us: this
seems to be true regardless of whether we believe in non-
physical souls. Now, the point that I ultimately want to
make here is that advocates of the spiritual, religious view
can say that Tracy’s decision was caused by her beliefs
and desires and so on. But first let me pause for a minute
to make sure it’s clear that advocates of the materialistic,
scientific view can say that Tracy’s decision was caused
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by these things. It might seem that they can’t say this; it
might seem that advocates of the materialistic, scientific

view have to say this instead:

Our decisions are physical events. In particular,
they’re neural events. So if our decisions are caused
at all, they have to be caused by other physical events,
not things like beliefs and desires and fears.

This is an utter confusion. Advocates of the materialistic,
scientific view do think that decisions are physical, but
they also think that beliefs and desires and fears are physi-
cal. Think, for instance, of your beliefs. If we endorse a
materialistic, scientific view of humans, then we have to
say that our beliefs are stored in our brains. In particular,
they’re coded in neural pathways. So they’re physical. And
so the materialistic, scientific view of humans is perfectly
compatible with the idea that our decisions can be caused
by our beliefs and desires and so on.

But the point I really want to make here is that advo-
cates of the spiritual, religious view can say that our deci-
sions are caused by our beliefs and desires and so on. Now,
they presumably won’t want to say that beliefs and desires
are physical things, but despite this, they can still say that
our decisions are caused by these things. For instance,
they can say that Tracy’s decision was caused by her fear
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of flying, and her belief that a train ticket would be less
expensive, and her desire to see her mother, and so on.

It might be a bit hard to figure out what this sort of
causation would consist in. After all, since advocates of
the spiritual, religious view are committed to saying that
beliefs and desires are nonphysical states of a nonphysi-
cal soul, and since they’re also committed to saying that
decisions are nonphysical actions of a nonphysical soul, it
seems that they’re going to have to maintain that the cau-
sation at issue here is a kind of nonphysical causation. And
you might think that the idea of nonphysical causation is
puzzling. Perhaps. But I want to assume for the sake of
argument that this makes sense. [ say this in the spirit of
granting as much as I can to advocates of the spiritual, re-
ligious view. I'm not saying that they have to endorse the
view that our decisions can be caused by beliefs and desires
and so on. But I want to grant for the sake of argument
that if advocates of the spiritual, religious view want to say
that our decisions are caused by our beliefs and desires and
so on, then they can.

OK, so that’s a bit of background. I now want to show that
the two arguments against free will—the random-or-pre-
determined argument and the scientific argument—still
stand, even if we endorse a spiritual, religious view of
humans. Let’s start with the random-or-predetermined

argument.
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The Random-or-Predetermined Argument Against Free
Will (Spiritual-Religious Version)

Let’s go back to your decision to order chocolate ice cream
instead of vanilla. And let’s assume for the sake of argu-
ment that you have a nonphysical soul. Nonetheless, even
if you do have a nonphysical soul, we can still say that your
decision was either caused by prior events or not caused
by prior events. If it was caused by prior events, it was
presumably caused by things like your beliefs and desires
and so on. Perhaps you believed that eating chocolate has
certain health benefits and that these benefits can coun-
teract the unhealthiness of the sugar and fat in ice cream.
Or perhaps you had a strong desire to have the wonderful
sensation of delicious chocolaty goodness on your tongue.
Or whatever. You presumably have a bunch of beliefs, de-
sires, preferences, and so on that might be relevant to
your decision, and the first point to note here is that these
things either caused your decision to order chocolate ice
cream or they didn’t.

If your decision was indeed caused by your beliefs and
desires and so on, then it wasn’t a product of your free will
because it was predetermined. In other words, in this sce-
nario, your choice wasn’t free because it was already de-
termined what you were going to do before you made your
conscious decision.

If, on the other hand, your decision wasn’t caused
by anything, then it just happened. In other words, it
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happened randomly. And as we've already seen, it makes
no sense to say that you chose of your own free will if your
decision occurred randomly, or if it just happened.

So it seems that either way, your decision wasn’t a
product of your free will. And this is true even if you have
a nonphysical soul. Moreover, the same thing can be said
about all of our decisions. Even if we all possess nonphysi-
cal souls, it is still true that our decisions are either caused
by prior events or not caused by prior events. And so the
random-or-predetermined argument against free will still
stands, even if we assume that the spiritual, religious view

of humans is right.

The Scientific Argument Against Free Will (Spiritual-
Religious Version)
It’s even easier to see that the spiritual, religious view
doesn’t give us a way of blocking the scientific argument
against free will. For even if we assume that we all have
nonphysical souls, it’s still true that people can be influ-
enced by things like subliminal messages. And it’s still true
that neuroscientists could predict your behavior, before
you make your decisions, by looking at your brain activity.
We have scientific evidence for these claims. And they seem
to tell against the idea that we have free will, regardless of
whether we have nonphysical souls.

In fact, if anything, the neuroscientific findings seem
to count as evidence against the spiritual, religious view of
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Even if we all possess
nonphysical souls, it
is still true that our
decisions are either
caused by prior events
or not caused by prior
events.



humans. Think about it. If our brains are causing our ac-
tions before consciousness enters the picture, then what

would the point of a nonphysical soul be? What would it be

doing? I don’t want to try to argue for this here, but it does

seem that the neuroscientific findings undermine the need

for a nonphysical soul.

But regardless of whether this is right, the main point
here is that the belief in nonphysical souls doesn’t seem to
give us a response to the scientific argument against free
will. Even if we have nonphysical souls, if it’s really true
that neuroscientists can predict our actions by looking at
what’s happening in our brains before we make our con-
scious decisions, then it’s hard to see how it could be right
to say that we have free will.

If the spiritual, religious view of humans doesn’t give us
a way of responding to the anti-free-will arguments, then
we need to figure out whether there’s some other way of
responding to these arguments. And that’s what the rest
of this book is going to be about.
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CAN PHILOSOPHY SAVE FREE WILL?

Unlike psychologists and neuroscientists, most profes-
sional philosophers believe in free will. And most of them
endorse the same response to the anti-free-will arguments.
The view that these philosophers endorse is known as com-
patibilism. It’s a very old view that goes back at least to the
ancient Greek Stoics. And it was made very famous and
popular by the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher
David Hume.

In a nutshell, compatibilism is the view that there is
no incompatibility between free will and determinism. To
help us get a better picture of this view, let’s go back to your
decision to order chocolate ice cream, and let’s assume for
the sake of argument that this decision was completely
caused by prior events. In fact, let’s assume that determin-
ism is true, so that it was already settled that you were
going to order chocolate ice cream 13 billion years ago, just

after the Big Bang took place. Compatibilists like Hume



think that even if this is true, it still makes perfect sense
to say that you decided to order chocolate ice cream of your
own free will.

At first glance, this is likely to seem completely insane,
so let me do my best to make it seem believable. According
to Hume, we need to start by asking what it means to say
that you chose of your own free will. Hume thinks it can

mean only one thing, namely:
You did what you wanted to do.

Butwhat does it mean to say that you “did what youwanted
to do”? Well, one seemingly reasonable thing to say about
this is that if your desires (or your “wants”) generated your
action, or your decision, then you “did what you wanted
to do”—and hence, according to Hume, you acted freely.
If this is right—and Humean compatibilists think it is—
then we’re led to the following result:

If in general your decisions and actions are caused by

your desires, then you have free will.

Now, in a way, this sounds very reasonable. In the case of
your decision to order chocolate ice cream, let’s suppose
that your choice was caused by your desire to experience
the rush of joy that always follows on the heels of the in-
gestion of chocolate and/or chocolate substitutes. Then it
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would seem that you did exactly what you wanted to do,
and so it seems reasonable to say that you chose of your
own free will.

But now notice that if Hume is right about this, then
free will is perfectly compatible with full-blown determin-
ism. Let’s suppose that every event is completely caused by
prior events, so that once the Big Bang happened, it was
already determined how the entire history of the universe
would go. In particular, it was already determined that you
were going to order chocolate ice cream when you got to
the front of the line. Still, it’s not as if the Big Bang directly
caused your decision. It caused your decision indirectly,
by means of a long causal chain. The Big Bang happened;
and that caused another event to happen, call it E2; and
then that caused a third event to happen, E3; and so on.
Eventually, 13 billion years later, at the end of the causal
chain, something caused you to have a desire for a certain
heavenly chocolaty sensation. And then, finally, that de-
sire caused you to order chocolate ice cream when you got
to the front of the line. It was all completely caused. But
still, your decision was caused by your own desire. And so
you did what you wanted to do. And so, according to Hume,
you were free in the only reasonable sense of the term.

This might make compatibilism seem a bit more plausible

than it does when we first hear it. But still, at the end of
the day, most people find this view pretty hard to swallow.
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Now, as I said before, compatibilism is actually very popu-
lar among professional philosophers; indeed, a recent sur-
vey showed that 60 percent of professional philosophers
endorse compatibilism. But as soon as you leave the phi-
losophy department, it’s hard to find people who take the
view seriously. When nonphilosophers hear about com-
patibilism, their response is usually to dismiss the view
as obviously false and, indeed, borderline psychotic. The
idea that it could be right to say that you ordered chocolate
ice cream of your own free will, even if your decision was
causally predetermined by events that took place billions
of years ago, just seems preposterous to most people.

But, of course, the philosophers who endorse compati-
bilism aren’t impressed at all by this dismissive response to
their view. In fact, in their eyes, this dismissiveness doesn’t
count as a response at all; it’s just a flat denial of their view.
Most compatibilists would say something like this:

Look, compatibilism might sound crazy when you
first hear it, but you have to look at the argument
for the view. If Hume’s right that having free will

is just a matter of being able to do what you want,
then the truth of compatibilism follows by ironclad
logic. So the only way that you can reject Humean
compatibilism is to reject Hume’s view of what free
will is. But Hume’s view here is extremely plausible.
All he’s saying is that free will is the ability to do what
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you want, or to act on your desires. So if you want to
reject compatibilism, then you have to argue that

Hume is in fact wrong about this.

And to this, let me add another point: Hume’s view isn’t
the only version of compatibilism in the philosophical lit-
erature. There are many other versions, and most of them
proceed in essentially the same way—by arguing for a
certain definition of the term “free will” and then show-
ing that if the given definition is correct, then free will
is compatible with determinism. So if we want to argue
against compatibilism—if we don’t want to simply dismiss
the view—then we have to argue that none of the various
compatibilist definitions of “free will” is correct. And this
could take some doing, because a number of the compati-
bilist definitions sound pretty plausible when you first
hear them.

So we seem to be caught between a rock and a hard
place. We seem to have to choose between just dismissing
compatibilism as obviously false (and thus being deemed
irrational by the professional philosophers who endorse
the view) and engaging in a long, difficult argument about
how the term “free will” is to be defined. But I think there’s
a third alternative. The trick is not to fall into the trap of
trying to argue that compatibilism is false; the trick is to
argue instead that it’s irrelevant—that even if it’s true, it
simply doesn’t matter.
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To see why compatibilism is irrelevant, we need to dis-
tinguish two kinds of free will (actually, if we want to, we
can distinguish many kinds of free will, but I'll be able to
make my point by discussing only two of them). The first
kind of free will is the kind that Hume has in mind—it’s
the ability to do what you want, or to act on your desires.
Let’s call this Hume-style free will. The second kind of free
will is the kind that I've been talking about in this book. It’s
the kind that you have if your decisions are neither prede-
termined by prior events nor completely random. Let’s call
this not-predetermined free will, or for short, NPD free will.

Given the distinction between Hume-style free will

and NPD free will, we can make the following four points:

1. Hume-style free will is obviously compatible
with determinism; in other words, it’s obviously
compatible with the idea that all of our decisions
are completely caused by events that occurred in the
distant past.

2. NPD free will is obviously not compatible with
determinism. In fact, it’s built into the very definition
of NPD free will that it’s not compatible with
determinism. That’s why it’s called not-predetermined

free will.

3. Human beings obviously have Hume-style free

will. This isn’t even controversial. After all, Hume-
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The trick is not to fall
into the trap of trying to
argue that compatibil-
ism is false; the trick is
to argue instead that

it’s irrelevant—that even
if it’s true, it simply
doesn’t matter.



style free will is just the ability to act on your desires.
Anyone who’s ever eaten a cookie because she wanted
one knows that we have this kind of free will.?

4. It’s not obvious at all whether we have NPD

free will. Some people think it’s an illusion; others
think it’s real. In short, there is a raging debate
about whether we have NPD free will. In fact, the
arguments against free will that we discussed in
chapter 2—the scientific argument and the random-
or-predetermined argument—are best thought of as
arguments against NPD free will.

But given these four points, Hume’s whole view seems
completely unhelpful. All he’s really done is pointed out
the obvious—that Hume-style free will is compatible with
determinism and that we have Hume-style free will. But
this doesn’t do anything to change the fact that there is
an important open question about whether we have NPD
free will.

Perhaps Hume would respond to this by saying that
part of his point is that what I'm calling “Hume-style free
will” is real free will. I'll respond to this in the same way
that my teenage daughter responds to me when I tell her
that she has to be home by midnight: Whatever. I just don’t
care what “real” free will is. In fact, [ don’t even know what
it means to say that Hume-style free will is real free will.
This sounds to me like a dispute about words. I don’t care
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about the expression “free will.” The question I care about
is a question about human beings—it’s the question of
whether we have a certain, specific kind of free will, namely,
what I'm calling NPD free will. But, frankly, I don’t care
what we call this kind of free will. If Hume wants to take
the expression “free will” for his own, he can have it. I can
use a different term. Indeed, at the moment, I am using a
different term—I'm using “NPD free will.” But, again, it
doesn’t matter whether we call it “NPD free will” or just
“free will.” All that matters is whether we have it. That’s
the important question about free will—the question of
whether human beings have not-predetermined free will.

You might respond to this by claiming that even if
NPD free will is important, Hume-style free will is impor-
tant too. Well, I think that’s right; I think it’s extremely
important that we have Hume-style free will, and I would
never suggest otherwise. But the question of whether we
have Hume-style free will is not important. This is simply
because we already know the answer to that question. It’s
entirely obvious that we have Hume-style free will. The
interesting question—and the controversial question—
is whether we also have NPD free will. And the point I'm
making here is that this question is interesting and impor-
tant regardless of what we call this kind of free will.

Before moving on, I should say that this response to
Hume is not new. Other philosophers have made simi-
lar points. For instance, the eighteenth-century German
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philosopher Immanuel Kant called Humean compatibil-
ism “petty word jugglery” and a “wretched subterfuge.”
And the nineteenth-century American philosopher Wil-
liam James said this:

[Compatibilism] is a quagmire of evasion under
which the real issue of fact has been entirely
smothered. ... No matter what the [compatibilist]
means by [“free will”] ... there is a problem, an issue
of fact and not of words.?

These are strong words. But notice that Kant and James
are not saying that compatibilism is false. They’re saying
it’s irrelevant. They're saying that compatibilists are just
playing around with words and evading the real issue. And

that’s exactly what I'm saying.

I'saidamomentago that theimportant questionis whether
we have NPD free will and that I don’t care whether we use
the expression “free will” to refer to this kind of freedom.
But I should point out that in the rest of this book, [ am
going to do just that. I'm going to be discussing the ques-
tion of whether we have NPD free will, and I'm going to
use the term “free will” to talk about it. But this is just
for convenience—because it would get really annoying to
keep using the phrase “NPD free will.”
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WHAT /S FREE WILL, ANYWAY?

In the last chapter, we distinguished two kinds of free
will—Hume-style free will and not-predetermined free
will. It’s pretty obvious that we have Hume-style free will,
but this isn’t very interesting. The interesting question is
whether we also have not-predetermined free will. This is
the kind of free will that we want but might not have; and
it’s also the kind of free will that’s come under fire recently
from psychology and neuroscience.

In chapters 6 and 7, I'm going to discuss the question
of whether we have this not-predetermined kind of free
will; but before we get into this, we need to get a better
understanding of what this kind of free will consists in—or
more precisely, what it would consist in, if we had it. That’s
what this chapter will be about; I will provide a picture of
what not-predetermined free will is, or what it would be.
(And, again, I will usually drop the “not-predetermined”
qualifier and just call it free will.)



Having a better understanding of this kind of free will
is going to be crucial in the rest of this book. The scientists
who argue against free will are often rather confused about
what free will is supposed to be. And so it will be very im-
portant for us—when we go to evaluate the anti-free-will
arguments—to have a clear, unconfused picture of what
free will would consist in, if indeed we had it. Therefore,
I'm going to start out here by clearing up four confusions
that are often present in discussions of free will. In partic-
ular, these confusions are often buried in the discussions

of those who argue against free will.

Four Confusions

The First Confusion: Remnants of Spiritualism

The people who reject free will—mostly, psychologists and
neuroscientists—almost always endorse the materialistic,
scientific view of humans. In other words, they reject the
view that we have nonphysical souls. But then when they
talk about mental events like conscious decisions, they talk
about the neural events that realize these decisions, or the
neural correlates of our decisions.

This is an utter confusion. If you don’t believe in non-
physical souls, then you have to say that a conscious deci-
sionis aneural event. You can’t say that there’s a conscious
decision and then say that there’s also a neural correlate
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of the decision, as if the neural event and the conscious
decision are two different things. That’s what religious
people who believe in nonphysical souls should say. But
when materialistic neuroscientists talk this way, they’re
just confused.

Let me make sure this point is clear. Think about
the relationship between Mark Twain and Sam Clemens.
Imagine someone saying that Mark Twain is the “literary
correlate” of Sam Clemens. If we heard someone say this,
we would scratch our heads and respond by saying some-

thing like this:

What on God’s green Earth are you talking about?
Mark Twain is Sam Clemens. When you say that he’s
the “literary correlate” of Sam Clemens, it sounds

like you think there are two different men that stand
in some special relationship to one another. But, of
course, there aren’t two different men here. There’s
just one. The names “Mark Twain” and “Sam Clemens”
are just two different names of the very same man.

If you don’t believe in nonphysical souls, then this is ex-
actly what you have to say about your conscious decision
to order chocolate ice cream and its so-called “neural corre-
late.” You have to say that the conscious decision just is the
neural event. There aren’t two different things here; there

are just two different ways of describing a single event. You
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can call it a “neural event” or a “conscious decision,” but
when you do this, you're just giving two different descrip-
tions of the same thing.

It’s easy to see that if you endorse the materialistic,
scientific view of humans, then you're forced to accept this
view. Think about it. A conscious decision has to be either
a physical event or a nonphysical event. But if you endorse
the materialistic, scientific view of humans, you obviously
can’t say that it’s nonphysical. You have to say it’s physical.
But if a conscious decision is a physical event, then it has
to be a neural event. What else could it be? There are no
other physical events in your head that could possibly be

decisions.

The Second Confusion: The Locus of Free Will

People who argue against free will are often in a state of
total confusion about where exactly free will is supposed
to be located. In other words, they’re confused about the
exact times, during the course of your day, that you're
supposed to be exercising your free will. And what’s more,
they’re extremely careless about this issue. They write in-
discriminately about having free will over what you think,
what you do, and what you choose, as if these were all the
same thing. But they’re not the same thing. As we’ll now
see, they’re importantly different.

58 CHAPTER 5



The enemies of free will sometimes talk about having free
will over your thoughts. They point out that we don’t choose
the ideas that occur to us, or that cross our minds, and in
saying this, they think they’re arguing that we don’t have
free will. But who in the world ever said that we do have free
will over our thoughts? I don’t know of a single advocate
of free will, in the entire history of philosophy, who thinks
that the problem of free will has to do with the stream of
consciousness. We don’t first decide what thoughts to think
and then think them. We just think them. No one ever sug-
gested otherwise. And there’s a reason for this—it doesn’t
even seem that we have free will over our thoughts.

More importantly, who would want this kind of free-
dom? Imagine how hard it would be to solve a math prob-
lem if before you could think anything, you had to decide
to think it. How cumbersome would that be? And how an-
noying? Or worse, what would it be like to fantasize about
Marilyn Monroe or Brad Pitt if before you could have a
thought, you had to decide to have that thought? If this
were what free will amounted to, I wouldn’t want it, and I
don’t think anyone else would either.

Given that the locus of free will isn’t in our thoughts, the
next suggestion might be that it’s in our actions—that we
have free will over what we do. This might be a [ittle bet-
ter than the idea that we have free will over our thoughts,
but not much. Think of everything you do in a day. Just in
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the course of a single minute, you might perform twenty
actions. Think, for instance, of what happens when you
drive home from work or school. You get in the car; you
put your seatbelt on; you put your key in the ignition; you
turn the key; you push your foot down on the gas; you put
the car in gear; you look in the mirror; and so on. We're
almost constantly doing things. We barely even notice
them. In fact, sometimes we don’t seem to notice them at
all. Thirty minutes after you turn your car on, you arrive
at home. Along the way, you did all sorts of things. You ac-
celerated numerous times, you hit the brake, you turned
left, you turned right, you changed lanes, you got off the
freeway at the right exit, you put your turn signal on, you
scratched your face, and so on. You don’t remember doing
any of these things. And more importantly for our pur-
poses, you didn’t make conscious decisions to do them. We
don’t decide to do things like this, because we don’t need
to. And thank God. Imagine what a nightmare your life
would be if you had to consciously decide to do everything
you do. You could forget about talking to someone while
taking a stroll. Your mind would be completely occupied
with deciding how to move your legs. Here’s a snapshot of
what your thoughts might be like if you had to consciously
decide to do everything you do:

Move your left foot forward. OK, good, now your
right. Left again. Right. Good God, man, look out for
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that pothole. Do you want to sprain your ankle? OK,
good. Now, your right foot again. Now, your left. And
don’t forget to swing your arms. For heaven’s sake,
what will the Wilsons think if they see you walking

around with your arms perfectly still?

I'm pretty sure that if we had this kind of free will, the sui-
cide rate would be considerably higher. No one in his right

mind would want to have to make all of these decisions.

So free will isn’t about what we think or what we do. The
obvious next suggestion is that we’re just supposed to have
free will over our conscious decisions and nothing else. Now,
actually, a conscious decision is just a certain kind of ac-
tion, and so the suggestion here is that we’re supposed to
have free will over a certain subset of our actions (namely,
our conscious decisions). But even this is too broad. To see
why, consider the following conversation:

Lucy Hey, Charlie, would you like me to jab this
fork into your throat? [ mean, it’s no problem for me;
[ don’t mind doing it at all. But I don’t know if you
want a fork in your throat, so it’s up to you.

Charlie  No, I think I'll pass on that, Lucy. Thanks
for thinking of me, but I choose not to have a fork
jabbed into my throat.
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Charlie just made a conscious decision. But his choice was
presumably completely caused by his beliefs and desires
and so on. In particular, he believed that having a fork
jabbed into his throat would kill him, and he desired not
to die. So he chose to pass on the whole fork-jab thing. But
given that his choice was completely caused by his beliefs
and desires and so on, Charlie wasn’t exercising his free
will in the sense that matters here, because his decision
was predetermined. Of course, there was definitely a kind
of free will that Charlie was exercising in this case; in par-
ticular, he was exercising Hume-style free will. Recall from
chapter 4 that Hume-style free will is just the ability to do
what you want, or to act on your desires. But as we’ve already
seen, this isn’t the kind of free will that we’re concerned
with in this book. We’re not concerned with the question
of whether human beings have Hume-style free will; we’re
concerned with the question of whether they have not-
predetermined free will. This is the kind of free will that we
want but might not have.

But now notice that when it comes to decisions like
Charlie’s, we don’t want not-predetermined free will. In
cases like this, we want our desires to completely cause our
choices. Or at any rate, that’s what you should want. If you
said that you didn’t want this, you'd be saying that you want
it to be the case that you might tell Lucy to jab the fork into
your throat, despite the fact that you don’t want her to do
this. But that’s crazy. Surely what we want here is for our
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desire to avoid death to cause us to choose in the right way.
In other words, in cases like this, all we want is Hume-style
free will. We don’t want not-predetermined free will.

So the conclusion of all of this is that it’s not quite
right to say that the locus of free will (or the kind of free
will that we’re talking about here) is our conscious deci-
sions. There are some kinds of conscious decisions (namely,
decisions like Charlie’s) where we don’t have free will and
don’t want it.

We're finally ready to say where we do want free will. Or
better, we're ready to say where we want to have not-prede-
termined free will. We want it in connection with a certain
subset of our conscious decisions. In particular, we want it
in connection with what we can call torn decisions. Torn
decisions can be defined as follows:

A torn decision is a conscious decision in which you
have multiple options and you’re torn as to which
option is best. More precisely, you have multiple
options that seem to you to be more or less tied for
best, so that you feel completely unsure—or entirely
torn—as to what you ought to do. And you decide
while feeling torn.

Let me make three quick points about torn decisions. First

of all, notice that I'm only talking here about decisions that
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you make while feeling torn. Sometimes we start off feel-
ing torn but then we think about the situation for a while,
and we come up with reasons for favoring one of our op-
tions, and we no longer feel torn. In cases like this, you're
not making a torn decision. Rather, you're making a deci-
sion that started off looking like it might be torn but then
turned out not to be. In contrast to this, a torn decision
occurs when you decide while you're still torn. For instance,
in the ice cream case, you might decide while feeling ut-
terly torn between chocolate and vanilla. And the reason
you would want to choose while still feeling torn should be
obvious; if you got to the front of the line, and everyone
was waiting, it would make a lot more sense to make a torn
decision—that is, to just choose—than it would to keep on
deliberating, or to just stand there until it became clear to
you which flavor you wanted.

Second, it’s important to remember that torn deci-
sions are always conscious decisions. So we have to dis-
tinguish torn decisions from what might be called torn
actions. I'm thinking here of cases where we’re in “torn
situations” and we settle them without stopping to think
about it, and without making a conscious decision. Here
are two examples of this:

(i) You're driving down the street when a child
suddenly runs in front of your car. You don’t have
time to stop, but you can avoid hitting the child
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by jerking the wheel to the left or the right and
there’s no obvious reason for choosing either option.
You jerk the wheel to the left without consciously
deciding to do so. In other words, you just react.

(ii) You go to the grocery store to get a can of
Campbell’s tomato soup. There are five nearly
identical cans lined up next to each other on the
shelf—yes, just like the Andy Warhol painting (you're
very clever)—and you grab one of the cans without
pausing to think about which one you should take.

We don’t exercise our free will in cases like these, and once
again, we should thank our lucky stars that we don’t have
to. In cases like (i), it would be bad to have to exercise our
free will because in order to do this we would have to act
consciously, and as psychologists and neuroscientists have
shown in numerous studies, consciousness is very slow.
When you're in an emergency situation (or when you're
playing basketball or something like that), you don’t want
to have to engage your conscious mind. It’s much better
to have the ability to simply react, unconsciously. As for
(ii), we don’t want free will in cases like this either, but
the reason is different. It’s because it would be boring. No
one wants to have to stop and think about which can of
Campbell’s soup to buy, because we don’t care—it just
doesn’t matter which one we buy. We only want to engage
our free will when we’re faced with torn situations that we
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care about. So, for instance, if you're faced with a choice
between tomato soup and mushroom soup, and if you're
torn as to which one to get, then you do want to engage
your conscious free will. But you don’t want to bother do-
ing this when you're picking between two identical cans of
tomato soup. You'd look like an imbecile, standing there
in the aisle of the supermarket waffling between the two
cans, weighing them in your hands to see whether perhaps
one of them had a bit more soup in it.

Third, it’s important to be clear about how often we
make torn decisions. The answer, I think, is several times
a day. Think about a normal day. You might make torn de-
cisions about whether to have eggs or cereal for breakfast.
Or whether to drive to work or ride your bike. Or if you're
driving, whether to take surface streets or the freeway. Or
whether to work through lunch or eat with your friend An-
dre. Or whether to go to a movie in the evening or stay
home. Or if you're in a restaurant, you might make a torn
decision about which entrée to order.

But while we make several torn decisions a day, it’s
not as if we're constantly making them. If you're watching
a movie, or talking to a friend on the phone, or driving
home from work on “auto-pilot,” you’re not making torn
decisions. But if you think about an ordinary day, I think
you'll notice that you make torn decisions fairly often. We
seem to make at least a few of them every day.
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So the picture that’s emerging here is that of a person
plodding through her day without exercising her free will,
and then every once in a while—sometimes once an hour,
sometimes less, sometimes more—she comes to a fork in
the road, and she has to make a torn decision as to which
way to go. She chooses one of the two roads, and then she
plods on, without exercising her free will until she comes
to another fork in the road. This is represented graphically
in figure 1.

In the diagram in figure 1, the long line represents the
path that the person has taken through life. The dots rep-
resent torn decisions. The short lines coming out of the
dots represent paths that the person could have taken but
didn’t. And here’s my claim: We want free will at the dots and
the dots only. These are the only places where we need free
will, and they’re the only places where we want free will. Or
more precisely, the dots are the only places where we need
and want not-predetermined free will.

Let me say one more thing about torn decisions be-
fore moving on. The examples of torn decisions that I've
mentioned here are all pretty unimportant. They’re about
things like whether to have soup or salad with your dinner.
So you might conclude from this that the whole topic of
torn decisions is unimportant. But don’t be fooled. First of
all, some of our torn decisions can be very important. For
instance, you might have a good job offer in a city you hate,
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and you might be utterly torn and have to decide without
knowing what you should do. Second, even though a single,
individual torn decision can seem very unimportant, the
sum total of all of these decisions starts to seem important.
If you didn’t have control over any of the little decisions
that you made in your life, that would be tantamount to
saying that you didn’t have control over your life. Hav-
ing free will is largely about having free will over a whole
bunch of little decisions. And finally, while these little
torn decisions can seem unimportant while you're lying
on the couch reading about free will, when you're actually
in the moment—when you're about to make a torn deci-
sion—it doesn’t feel unimportant. Imagine, for instance,
that you're in a fancy restaurant, and there are two items
on the menu that look really good to you. You're torn as to
which one to order. Of course, there’s a sense in which it
doesn’t really matter what you get. After all, you’ll be dead
in a hundred years anyway. But the fact of the matter is
that we do care about decisions like this. When the waiter
comes to the table and you're about to choose, you care.
And when you're at the theater trying to decide whether to
see Death Blow or Rochelle, Rochelle, you care again. And I
would argue that you should care. Who wants to go through
life not caring about stuff like this? You'd be bored out of
your mind. [ mean, come on; what the hell else is there to
care about?
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The Third Confusion: Only a Certain Feature of Our Torn
Decisions Needs to Be Undetermined

Let’s go back to your decision to order chocolate ice cream,
and let’s suppose now that it was a torn decision, that when
you decided to order chocolate ice cream, you were feeling
utterly torn about whether to get chocolate or vanilla. We
already know that in order for this decision to have been
a product of your free will, it needs to be that it wasn’t
completely caused, or predetermined, by prior events. But
it’s important to notice that only a certain feature of the
decision needs to have been undetermined. To appreciate
this, consider the following possibility:

Possible state of affairs ' When you got to the front of
the line, you were definitely going to order some ice
cream. You were hungry, and you had been looking
forward to having ice cream all day, and there was
just no question about it—you were going to order
some ice cream. In fact, in the possible scenario I'm
imagining, your desires completely caused you to
order ice cream. Now, when you first got in line, you
noticed that there were thirty-one flavors to choose
from. But while you waited, you ruled out twenty-
nine of those flavors for various reasons. You ruled
out Espresso Switl because it reminded you of your
pretentious boss, who’s always drinking espresso
out of those stupid little cups with his idiotic pinkie
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sticking out like he just popped out of a Jane Austen
novel. And you ruled out Double-Fat Fudge because
while you're not exactly wild about fat-free ice cream,
you didn’t see any need to turn your dessert into

a statement about how comfortable you are with
your body. And you ruled out Bubble Gum Surprise
because ... well, because it sucks. And so on. In short,
your various beliefs and desires and preferences
completely caused you to rule out those twenty-nine
flavors. But you couldn’t make up your mind whether
to order chocolate or vanilla, and you eventually
chose while feeling utterly torn. And finally, nothing
caused your decision to be a chocolate-over-vanilla
choice.

Of course, this is all just a possibility. But it brings up an im-
portant point. There are various features of a torn decision
that can be uncaused, and for all we know, it could be that
some of these features are completely uncaused whereas
others are completely predetermined. In particular, it
makes perfect sense to say that (a) your beliefs and desires
and preferences completely caused you to rule out the first
twenty-nine flavors, and (b) they completely caused you to
make a torn decision between chocolate and vanilla, and
(c) nothing caused you to choose chocolate over vanilla.
Now, here’s the really important point for us: the only

thing that matters to the issue of free will is point (c). In
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other words, in order for a torn decision to be a product of
my free will, the only thing that needs to be undetermined
is which tied-for-best option was chosen. It’s perfectly fine if
everything else about the decision was completely caused

by prior events.

The Fourth Confusion: Different Kinds of Randomness
The fourth and final confusion I want to discuss is perhaps
the most important. It has to do with the fact that there
are multiple ways in which an event can be “random.”

One thing we might mean when we say that an event
is random is that it’s unpredictable. For instance, if we're
playing roulette in Las Vegas, we might say that where the
ball lands is completely random. When we say this, all we
mean is that it’s unpredictable.

Second, one might use the term “random” to mean un-
caused. If an event isn’t caused by anything, then it just hap-
pens, and so there’s a sense in which it happens randomly.
(This is the sense of “random” that seems to be at play in
the random-or-predetermined argument against free will.)

There’s a third sense of “random” that seems relevant
to torn decisions. If I ask you why you chose chocolate over
vanilla, you might say something like this: “I don’t know; I
didn’t really have a reason; I just picked it.” In this scenario,
it seems to make sense to say that you chose randomly, or
arbitrarily. When we say this, what we mean is that you
didn’t have a reason for your choice. Of course, you did have
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reasons for wanting to order chocolate ice cream, but you
also had reasons for wanting to order vanilla ice cream, and
the point here is that you didn’t have an all-things-consid-
ered reason for preferring chocolate to vanilla. And given
this—given that you made a torn decision—it makes sense
to say that you chose randomly, or arbitrarily, and so, again,
this gives us a third sense of the word “random.”

But it’s not obvious that any of these kinds of random-
ness are the ones that are relevant to the issue of free will.
Remember, we already know that free will requires a kind of
nonrandomness. I've pointed out a few times that if a deci-
sion occurs randomly, then it can’t be the product of your
free will. But what kind of randomness are we talking about
here? In other words, what kind of nonrandomness is needed
for free will? The answer, it seems to me, is as follows:

For a decision to be the product of my free will, it
can’t be that the decision just happened to me. It has
to be that I made the decision. In other words, the
decision has to be mine. I have to have been the
author of the decision.

This gives us a fourth kind of randomness. To say that a
decision is random in this sense is to say that it wasn’t me
who made the decision, that the decision just happened
to me. I think that this is the kind of randomness that’s

relevant to free will.
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Why do [ say this? Why is this the kind of random-
ness that matters to free will? We can see why this is so
by looking at four sentences that correspond to the four
different kinds of randomness. Three of the sentences are
going to make perfect sense, but the fourth one is going to
be an incoherent contradiction in terms. Here are the four

sentences:

Sentencel “Ichose of my own free will, and no
one could have predicted that I was going to choose
chocolate over vanilla.”

Sentence 2 “I chose of my own free will, and nothing
caused me to choose in the way that I did; in other
words, nothing made me choose chocolate over
vanilla; I just did choose that way.”

Sentence 3  “I chose of my own free will, but I didn’t
have a reason for choosing chocolate over vanilla; in
other words, I was completely torn between those
two options, and I just arbitrarily chose to order

chocolate over vanilla.”

Sentence4 “I chose of my own free will, but it wasn’t

me who chose; rather, the choice just happened to me.”

Here’s what [ want to say: sentences 1 through 3 make per-
fect sense, but sentence 4 is incoherent. It simply makes
no sense at all to say that I chose of my own free will but
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it wasn’t me who chose. This is just a contradiction. But

it does make sense to say—as sentences 1 through 3 do—
thatI chose of my own free but nothing made me choose as

I did, and I had no reason for choosing as I did, and no one

could have predicted how I was going to choose.

What this shows is that it’s the fourth kind of random-
ness that’s incompatible with free will. In other words, the
kind of nonrandomness that’s required for free will is the
kind that has to do with it being me who chose.

A Picture of Free Will

If what I just said about randomness is right, it gives us a
better understanding of what free will is. Or at any rate, it
gives us a better understanding of the kind of free will that
we’re concerned with here, namely, not-predetermined free
will. So far we've found that for a decision to be free in this
sense, it has to satisfy two conditions: first, it can’t be pre-
determined, and second, it can’t be random. But now that
we know more about the kind of randomness that we’re
talking about here, we can be more precise about what this

sort of free will amounts to. In particular, we can say this:
Not-predetermined free will For a decision to

be a product of my free will (in the sense of not-
predetermined free will, as opposed to Hume-style free
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will), two things need to be true. First, it needs to
have been me who made the decision; and second, my
choice needs to have not been predetermined by prior
events. In other words, it needs to be the case that (a)
I did it, and (b) nothing made me do it.

That’s what free will is. Or rather, this is what free will
would be, if in fact we have it. But, of course, the jury is
still out on whether we actually have this kind of free will.

A second important lesson that we’ve learned about
free will in this chapter is that it’s not something that we
exercise continuously. In other words, if we have free will,
then we only exercise it intermittently, at certain specific
moments. In particular, we only exercise free will (if we
have it at all) when we make torn decisions—when we’re in
situations where we're confronted with multiple options
that seem equally good to us, and we stop and think for at
least a brief moment about what we should do, and then
we settle the matter with a conscious choosing. That’s it.
We don’t exercise free will (and we don’t need to or want
to) at any other time.

The last point I want to make here is that the picture of
free will that I've painted in this chapter is perfectly com-
patible with both the materialistic, scientific view of hu-
mans and the spiritual, religious view. What I've said here,
in a nutshell, is that for a decision to be a product of my
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free will, it needs to be the case that (a) I did it, and (b)
nothing made me do it. This, I think, is what you should
say, whether you believe in nonphysical souls or not. Of
course, if you endorse a materialistic view, you'll say that
conscious decisions are physical brain events, whereas if
you endorse a spiritualistic view, you'll presumably want
to say that conscious decisions are nonphysical actions of
nonphysical souls. But either way, you should say that for
a decision of mine to be free, it needs to be the case that I
did it and nothing made me do it. That’s just what free will
is. Or, again, to be more precise, it’s what (not-predeter-

mined) free will would be, if we have it.
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CAN WE BLOCK THE RANDOM-
OR-PREDETERMINED ARGUMENT
AGAINST FREE WILL?

Now that we know what free will would consist in, we
need to move on to the task of figuring out whether we
actually have it. The problem, of course, is that the two
arguments against free will (the scientific argument and
the random-or-predetermined argument) still stand. And
what’s more, the two main responses to the anti-free-will
arguments—the religious response and the philosophi-
cal response—don’t work. So the question we need to ask
is whether there’s some other way of responding to these
arguments.

I'll start by discussing the random-or-predetermined
argument. It makes sense to start with this argument
because it’s an attempt to show that free will is down-
right impossible. This is very different from the scientific



argument, which just tries to show (by presenting empiri-
cal evidence) that we don’t actually have free will. But if
free will is impossible—if the whole notion of free will is
incoherent—then there’s little reason to bother looking at
the empirical data.

Let’s start by recalling how the random-or-predeter-
mined argument proceeds. It goes like this:

The random-or-predetermined argument against free
will  For each different conscious decision you've
made in your life, we can say for certain that it was
either caused by prior events or not caused by prior
events. But if a decision was caused by prior events,
then it wasn’t a product of your free will, because

it was already determined by things that happened
before you chose. And if a decision wasn’t caused by
prior events, then it wasn’t a product of your free will,
because it happened randomly, and it makes no sense
to say that you chose of your own free will if your
choice just randomly appeared in your brain.

The first half of this argument seems right. If your torn de-
cisions are completely caused by prior events, then they’re
not the products of your free will (or at any rate, they’re
not the products of your free will in the sense that we'’re
concerned with in this book). But I think the second half of

the argument is confused. If nothing caused you to choose
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chocolate over vanilla, that might mean that your decision
was random in some sense of the term, but it doesn’t fol-
low that it was random in the sense that matters to free
will. The sense of randomness that’s relevant to the issue
of free will is the sense that has to do with whether it was
you who made the decision. But even if we suppose that
nothing caused you to choose chocolate over vanilla, it
simply doesn’t follow that it wasn’t you who chose. And so
it doesn’t follow that you didn’t choose of your own free
will.

This point is crucial, so let me say a bit more to argue
for it. Imagine that a team of neuroscientists scanned your
brain while you were at the ice cream parlor, looking for
the cause of your decision. And suppose that later on, the
following conversation took place:

Sally Hey, did those neuroscientists figure out what
caused you to choose chocolate over vanilla?

You Actually, they figured out that nothing caused
me to do that. They found that my desire to eat ice
cream (together with my inability to make up my
mind over which flavor to order) caused me to make
a torn decision between chocolate and vanilla. But
nothing caused the decision to be a chocolate-over-
vanilla decision. I could just as easily have chosen
vanilla over chocolate.
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So far, so good. But now suppose that Sally responded to
you by saying this:

Sally Wow. So I guess you didn’t choose of your own

free will.

It seems to me that this would be an utterly bizarre thing
for Sally to say. In fact, I think that if she said this, it would
make perfect sense for you to respond as follows:

You What are you talking about? It was still my
choice. All the neuroscientists discovered is that
nothing caused me to choose chocolate over vanilla.
But it doesn’t follow that it wasn’t me who chose. And
so it doesn’t follow that I didn’t choose of my own
free will.

[ think this response is spot on. It seems to make perfect
sense to say, “You chose chocolate over vanilla of your own
free will, but nothing caused you to do that.” Therefore,
since this makes perfect sense, if we discovered that your
choice was uncaused, we couldn’t infer that you didn’t
choose of your own free will. And so it seems to me that the
second half of the random-or-predetermined argument is
simply mistaken.

The enemies of free will might respond to this by say-
ing something like the following:
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If it’s true that literally nothing caused your choice to
be a chocolate-over-vanilla choice, then one thing we
can say is that you didn’t cause it to be a chocolate-
over-vanilla choice. In other words, you didn’t make
this happen. But then how could it be you who did it? It
seems that it couldn’t. It seems that if nothing caused
this to happen—if nothing made it happen—then it
just happened. In other words, it wasn’t you at all.

If you feel inclined to respond in this way, then you have
very likely forgotten a point that I made above—what
in chapter 5 I called the “first confusion.” The first con-
fusion consisted in the idea that conscious decisions are
somehow different from the corresponding neural events.
They’re not. If the materialistic, scientific view of humans
is right, then conscious decisions just are neural events. So
when you decided to order chocolate ice cream, a certain
physical event occurred in your brain. In particular, it was
a neural event. But it was also a conscious choosing event.
More specifically, it was a you-choosing-chocolate event.
That’s what it was. In its very essence, it was a conscious
decision of yours. Now let’s suppose that nothing caused
this event to be a chocolate-over-vanilla decision. That’s
fine. But this doesn’t do anything to change the fact that
it was a you-consciously-choosing event.

So it seems to me just confused to say that if noth-
ing caused you to choose chocolate, then you didn’t choose
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chocolate. Of course you did. We know for sure and certain
that you chose chocolate. That’s what the neural event in

your head was—a you-consciously-choosing-chocolate
event.

You might not have noticed this, but something kind of
magical just happened. We didn’t just refute the random-
or-predetermined argument; we turned it completely up-
side-down. In other words, we just argued for the exact
opposite conclusion. The central claim in the random-or-
predetermined argument (or at any rate, the second half of
that argument) was this:

If our decisions are uncaused, then they’re random,
and so they’re not the products of our free will.

We have now found that this claim is false. But that’s not
all. We’ve also found that the following (diametrically op-
posed) claim is true:

If our torn decisions are uncaused, then when we
make these decisions, nothing makes us choose in
the ways that we do, and so they are the products of
our free will.

Why is this true? Because in order for your torn decisions
to be the products of your free will, two conditions need
to be satisfied. It needs to be the case that (a) your torn
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decisions are made by you, and (b) when you make your
torn decisions, nothing makes you choose as you do. Now,
we already know that condition (a) is satisfied; your torn
decisions are definitely made by you because what they are,
in their very essence, are you-consciously-choosing events.
So the only real question is whether condition (b) is sat-
isfied; in other words, the question is whether anything
makes you choose as you do when you make your torn de-
cisions. But if your torn decisions are uncaused, then it
follows for certain that nothing makes you choose as you
do. Thus, we are led to the conclusion that if your torn deci-
sions are uncaused, then they are the products of your free will.

So we have now made significant progress. In particular,
we have accomplished two things. First, we have refuted the
random-or-predetermined argument against free will (be-
cause we have refuted the claim that if our torn decisions
are uncaused then they’re not free). And second, we have
uncovered what the free will debate turns on. Why? Because
we have found that both of the following are true:

1. If our torn decisions are caused by prior events,
then we don’t have free will.

2. If our torn decisions are not caused by prior events,

then we do have free will.

So it seems that the free will debate comes down to the
question of whether our torn decisions are caused by prior

events.!
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This is interesting. What it means is that the question
of whether we have free will is a question for empirical sci-
ence. Now, assuming that we want free will, this could be
dangerous; it means that the right kind of scientific study
could establish that we don’t have free will.

Indeed, we've already seen that some people think
that this has already happened. The enemies of free will
have produced a powerful empirical-scientific argument
for thinking that our decisions are caused by prior events
and, hence, that we don’t have free will. This is what we
have called the scientific argument.

We still have to assess this argument, but the consid-
erations of the present chapter suggest that the enemies
of free will—or more specifically, the people who have ar-
ticulated the scientific argument against free will—are at
least on the right track. In other words, they are thinking
about the problem correctly. The question of whether we
have free will is a scientific question, and in particular, it is
a question about whether our decisions are caused by prior
events. So if the enemies of free will are right when they
say that the evidence shows that our decisions are com-
pletely caused by prior events, then the game is over—we
don’t have free will.

Before I conclude this chapter, I want to point out that

the response that I've given here to the random-or-pre-
determined argument against free will can be used by all
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of us, whether we believe in nonphysical souls or not—or
in other words, whether we accept the spiritual, religious
view of humans or the materialistic, scientific view. I have
been assuming in my discussion that the materialistic,
scientific view of humans is right. But advocates of the
spiritual, religious view can say essentially the same things
that I've said here. In particular, they can respond to the
random-or-predetermined argument by saying something

like this:

If your torn decisions aren’t caused by prior events, it
doesn’t follow that they aren’t the products of your
free will. On the contrary, in this scenario, they are
the products of your free will, because (a) they’re
made by you (because they’re you-consciously-
choosing events that occur in your soul), and (b)
when you make these decisions, nothing makes you
choose in the ways that you do.

This, of course, is exactly analogous to the response to
the random-or-predetermined argument that I have given
here on behalf of those who endorse the materialistic,
scientific view of humans. So what this means is that re-
gardless of whether we believe in nonphysical souls, we
can give essentially the same response to the random-or-
predetermined argument against free will.
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CAN WE BLOCK THE SCIENTIFIC
ARGUMENT AGAINST FREE WILL?

It’s finally time to assess the scientific argument against
free will and to decide whether it gives us a good reason to
deny the existence of free will. In a nutshell, the scientific
argument proceeds as follows:

The scientific argument against free will There is
strong scientific evidence (from psychology and
neuroscience) that supports the claim that our so-
called conscious decisions are completely caused by
events that occur before we choose, and which are
completely out of our control, and indeed, which
we’re completely unaware of.

There are actually a few arguments here—one based on
findings from psychology, and a couple of others based on
findings from neuroscience. The argument from psychol-
ogy is the least troubling, so let’s start with that one.



The Argument from Psychology

Let’s begin by recalling how the argument from psychol-
ogy goes. The argument is based on the fact that many of
our actions and decisions are caused by things that we’re

completely unaware of—things like subliminal messages.
Moreover, when this happens, people are often completely
mistaken about why they did whatever it was that they did.
They construct elaborate theories about the reasons for
their actions; they believe that these theories are true, but
from the outside, we can see that they aren’t true at all. In

short, the main idea behind the argument from psychol-
ogy is that our actions are often caused by unconscious

factors that are completely out of our control.

Given the discussion in chapter 5 about what free will
is, we are now much better situated to see what might be
wrong with this argument. The first point to make here is
that most of the studies that psychologists have performed
on this topic have been centrally concerned with our behav-
ior—in other words, with things that we do. But as we saw
in chapter 5, free will doesn’t really have anything to do
with our behavior. It has to do with our conscious decisions.
In fact, on the view I've been developing, we’re only sup-
posed to exercise our free will when we’re making torn deci-
sions—decisions that we make while we’re feeling torn as
to which option is best. Now, it turns out that almost none
of the psychological studies that we’re talking about here
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are concerned with torn decisions, and so you might think
that these studies are just irrelevant to the question of free
will. But I think this would be too quick. For when we put
all of the psychological studies together—when we look
at them as a whole—they provide ample evidence for the

following conclusion:

Our actions—across a whole spectrum of kinds of
cases—are often influenced by unconscious factors

that are completely out of our control.

The evidence for this is so widespread and so overwhelm-
ing, that it seems to follow that the phenomenon we'’re
talking about here—the phenomenon of unconscious
causes of our actions—almost certainly extends to our
torn decisions. In other words, even if very few of the stud-
ies are explicitly concerned with torn decisions, the sum
total of the studies suggests that human actions of all dif-
ferent kinds can be caused by unconscious factors that are
completely out of our control. And so it stands to reason
that torn decisions can be caused by unconscious factors
as well.

But the psychological studies don’t show—in fact,
they don’t even come close to showing—that our torn de-
cisions are always caused by unconscious factors. And this
is what they would need to do in order to show that we
don’t have free will. Think about it. If you believe in free
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will, you don’t have to say all of your torn decisions are the
products of your free will. You only have to say that some
of them are. Suppose that you make, on average, five torn
decisions a day. And now suppose that, on average, two
of these decisions are caused by unconscious factors—in
other words, by things that you’re completely unaware
of and that are completely out of your control. For in-
stance, maybe you decided to order chocolate ice cream
because you subconsciously hate your mother (because,
unbeknownst to you, when you were a toddler, she used
to bite your fingers and toes until they bled) and because
the color of the vanilla ice cream subconsciously reminded
you of her teeth. And maybe you bought a Coke at lunch
because you were subconsciously motivated by some stu-
pid billboard you saw on your way to work without even
realizing it. Still, that leaves three other torn decisions
that you made today. And maybe those decisions weren’t
caused by unconscious factors.

So the real question is this: have the studies that psy-
chologists have performed here—the studies on things
like subliminal messages—given us good reason to think
that whenever we make torn decisions, our choices are al-
ways caused or predetermined by unconscious factors (in
other words, by things that we’re not aware of and that are
out of our control)?

The answer to this question should be obvious. It’s
a resounding no. In fact, psychologists haven't come
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anywhere near establishing this result. All they’ve shown
is that sometimes our actions are caused by things that
we’re not aware of.

The conclusion, then, is that the psychological studies
on subconscious motivations—on things like subliminal
messaging—don’t show that we don’t have free will. At
most, they show that we exercise our free will a bit less
often than we might have thought.

The Arguments from Neuroscience

The last question we have to answer is whether the argu-
ments from neuroscience succeed in showing that we don’t
have free will. But before we get into this, we need to an-

swer an important preliminary question.

A Preliminary Question: Is Neuroscience a Deterministic
Science or a Probabilistic Science?

Back in chapter 2, I explained that quantum mechanics
contains probabilistic laws. In other words, it contains
laws that look like this:

If you have a physical system in state S, and if you
perform experiment E on that system, then there are
two different possible outcomes, namely, O1 and O2;
moreover, there’s a 50 percent chance that you'll get
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outcome O1 and a 50 percent chance that you'll get
outcome O2.

This means that quantum mechanics allows for the pos-
sibility that some physical events are not predetermined.
This is extremely important for the topic of free will be-
cause it opens the door to the possibility that our torn deci-
sions are not predetermined.

But even if we assume that some physical events are
not predetermined, it doesn’t follow that any neural events
are not predetermined. And that’s the really important
question for us. After all, assuming that the materialistic,
scientific view of humans is correct, torn decisions just are
neural events. Therefore, since the claim that we have free
will depends on the claim that some of our torn decisions
are not predetermined, it also depends on the claim that
some neural events are not predetermined.

So what does current neuroscience tell us about this?
Does it tell us that all neural events are completely pre-
determined by prior events? Or does it leave open the
possibility that there are some neural events that are
not predetermined? The answer is that it leaves open
the possibility of indeterminism. In other words, current
neuroscientific theory is not completely deterministic. In-
deed, some of the most fundamental neural processes are
treated probabilistically by neuroscience. Let me explain
this in a bit more detail.
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A neuron is a long, skinny cell that transmits informa-
tion electronically. It’s sort of like a telephone wire in the
brain. But unlike telephone wires, distinct neurons are
separated by tiny gaps. When an electrical signal travels
down a neuron and reaches the end of the cell, a tiny parti-
cle (called a neurotransmitter) is released. The neurotrans-
mitter travels across the gap to the next neuron. And when
the neurotransmitter arrives at the next neuron, it causes
that next neuron to fire—in other words, it causes an elec-
trical signal to travel down that neuron, thus repeating the
whole process all over again.

Notice that there are two main events here. One is the
release of the little particle, or the neurotransmitter (this
event is caused by the electrical signal arriving at the end
of the neuron). The second event here is the neural firing
(this is caused by the arrival of the neurotransmitter).

Now, here’s the really important point for us: current
neuroscientific theory treats both of these processes prob-
abilistically. In other words, as far as our current theory
is concerned, there are no deterministic laws that govern
these processes. We do not have a law that says that when-
ever aneurotransmitter arrives at a neuron, it fires; and we
also don’t have a law that says that whenever a neuron fires,
it triggers the release of a neurotransmitter. On the con-
trary, sometimes when a neuron fires, a neurotransmitter
isn’t released. And likewise, sometimes when a neurotrans-

mitter arrives at a neuron, it doesn’t fire. Finally, as far as
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neuroscience is concerned, it may be that specific events
of these kinds are not predetermined. In other words, for
all we know, it could be that in specific cases, whether a
neuron fires (or whether a neurotransmitter is released) is
not predetermined.

This is good news if you're hoping that we have free
will. It means that as far as current neuroscientific theory
is concerned, it may be that some neural events are not
predetermined. And since this is something that’s needed
for free will, it seems that the door is at least open for the
possibility of free will.

(Just to be clear, I'm not saying that neuroscientists
have shown that there are neural events that are not pre-
determined. Rather, they have located certain kinds of
neural events that, for all we know right now, might not
be predetermined. In other words, the point is that neu-
roscientists haven’t been able to find any evidence that
the neural events in question are completely caused, or
predetermined.)

But this is all extremely general. All it tells us is that it
could be that some neural events are not predetermined. It
doesn’t tell us anything about torn decisions in particular.
And the problem is that there are neuroscientific studies
out there (in particular, the studies of Benjamin Libet and
J. D. Haynes) that suggest that our torn decisions are pre-
determined, that they’re completely caused by prior neural
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events that we’re unaware of. So let’s look and see whether
these studies really do show what people say they show—
namely, that we don’t have free will.

The Libet Studies

The most famous of the neuroscientific arguments against
free will is the one that’s based on Libet’s studies. Let’s
recall how this argument goes.

We have known for a long time (since the 1960s) that
conscious decisions are associated with a certain kind of
brain activity known as the readiness potential. In the early
1980s, Libet set out to establish a timeline for the readi-
ness potential, the conscious intention to act, and the act
itself. He had subjects face alarge clock that could measure
time in milliseconds, and he told them to flick their wrists
whenever they felt an urge to do so and to note the exact
time that they felt the conscious urge to move. What Li-
bet found was that the readiness potential—the physical
brain activity associated with our decisions—arose about
a half a second before the conscious intention to move.

People have taken Libet’s findings to show that we
don’t have free will. As I noted in chapter 2, the argument
for this can be put in the following way:

When you perform an action, if you don’t make a

conscious decision to act until after the physical
causes of your action have already been set in motion,
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then the idea that you have free will is an illusion. It
simply makes no sense to say that you decided to
flick your wrist of your own free will if the physical
causes of your action were already in motion before

you made your conscious choice.

In other words, the idea here is that it can’t be that we have
free will—it can’t be that our conscious decisions are the
ultimate causes of our actions—because there are purely
physical, nonconscious brain events that cause our actions
and that occur before we make our conscious decisions.

That’s the argument. And now I want to tell you what’s
wrong with it. In a nutshell, the problem with this argu-
ment is that it just assumes that the readiness potential
plays a certain kind of causal role in the production of our
actions. But, in fact, we have no idea what the purpose of
the readiness potential is. We don’t know why it occurs,
and we don’t know what it does.

This is an extremely important point. In order for Li-
bet’s findings to create a genuine problem for free will, it
needs to be the case that the readiness potential plays a
very specific role in the production of our decisions and

actions. In particular, the following must be true:
Possibility 1 When you make a torn decision, the

readiness potential is the cause (or at least part of the

cause) of how you choose. For instance, when you
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ordered chocolate ice cream, the readiness potential
caused you to choose chocolate over vanilla (or at any

rate, it was part of the cause of your doing that).

The problem, though, is that there is simply no evidence
for the claim that this is what the readiness potential is
doing. So my claim here is just this: the readiness poten-
tial might be doing something else, something that doesn’t
have anything to do with which option you choose. And to
drive this point home, I want to give an example of what
it might be doing. There are in fact many things that the
readiness potential could be doing; I will just describe one
of these possibilities.

The possibility I will describe is related to what in chap-
ter 5 I called the third confusion. The third confusion had to
do with the fact that only a certain feature of our torn deci-
sions needs to be undetermined. In particular, it needs to be
that when we make our torn decisions, which tied-for-best-
option is chosen is not predetermined by prior events. But
everything else about the decision can be completely caused
by prior events. And what we’re going to see now is that the
readiness potential could be part of the cause of these other
features of our torn decisions. Here is one such possibility
for what the readiness potential might be doing:

Possibility 2 It could be that the readiness potential

is part of the cause of the occurrence of a decision.
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Think again of your decision to order chocolate ice
cream. For all we know right now, it could be that
both of the following claims are true: (i) the fact

that you made a torn decision between chocolate

and vanilla was completely caused by prior events;
and (ii) the fact that you chose chocolate over vanilla
wasn’t caused by anything. But given this, it could

be that the readiness potential was part of the causal
process mentioned in (i). In other words, it could be
that the readiness potential was part of the physical
brain process that led to you making a torn decision
between chocolate and vanilla. And it could be that
the readiness potential didn’t have anything at all to
do with the fact that you chose chocolate over vanilla.
And so even if the readiness potential appeared before
you made your conscious decision, it simply doesn’t

follow that your choice was predetermined.

So this gives us an alternative story about what the readi-
ness potential might be doing in our torn decisions, aside
from causing us to choose specific options. Now, as of right
now, there is no good reason to think that this alternative
story—Possibility 2—is true. But the important point for
us is that there’s no good reason to think it’s false either.
There’s no evidence that it’s false. In short, the point is
that there’s no good scientific reason for favoring Possibil-
ity 1 over Possibility 2. And that’s enough to undermine
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the argument for the claim that Libet’s results disprove
free will. The bottom line is this: we don’t have any good
reason to think that when you make a torn decision, the
readiness potential causes you to choose a specific option,
and so the presence of the readiness potential doesn’t give
us any reason to think that your torn decisions aren’t the
products of your free will.

The Haynes Studies

All that remains is to evaluate the anti-free-will argument
based on the studies of J. D. Haynes. This might seem like
the hardest of the anti-free-will arguments to respond to.
For, intuitively, Haynes’s studies seem to deliver a knock-
out punch to the idea that we have free will.

In fact, Haynes’s studies seem to be tailor-made to pro-
vide the enemies of free will with a way of responding to
what [ just said about Libet’s studies. My central objection
to Libet’s argument was that his studies fail to distinguish
between the occurrence of a torn decision and the issue of
which tied-for-best option is chosen. More specifically, my
objection to the Libet argument is that, for all we know,
the readiness potential could be part of what causes our
torn decisions to occur without doing anything to cause
a specific tied-for-best option to be chosen. But Haynes’s
studies seem tailor-made to block this sort of response.

Let’s recall how the central Haynes study went. Haynes
gave his subjects two buttons, one for the left hand and
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one for the right hand, and he told them to make a de-
cision at some point as to which button to push and to
then press the given button as soon as they made their
decision. Haynes found that there was unconscious neural
activity in two different regions of the brain that predicted
whether subjects were about to press the left button or the
right button. Moreover, he found that this activity arose
as long as seven to ten seconds before the person made a
conscious decision to push the given button. These results
seem to provide a devastating argument against free will.

One might put the argument like this:

If you're about to choose whether to press the left
button or the right button, and if somebody watching
your brain could predict which button you're going
to push a full seven to ten seconds before you make
your conscious choice, then clearly, your conscious
choice isn’t responsible for determining what you do.
What you were going to do was already determined
before you made your conscious decision. And given
this, it doesn’t make any sense at all to say that you
chose of your own free will. In short, when we make
our conscious decisions, if what we’re going to do is
already settled several seconds before we make these
decisions, then we simply don’t have free will.
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This is how the argument is usually presented by people
who don’t believe in free will. And when the argument is
presented like this, it seems extremely powerful. But when
you go and look at the journal article in which Haynes’s
results are published, all sorts of problems start to emerge.
As they say, the devil is in the details. And what I want to
do now is explain how some of the details of this study
completely undermine the argument against free will.
There are two details of this study that I want to dis-
cuss. The first has to do with the specific regions of the
brain in which the pre-conscious-choice neural activity
was found; in particular, it was found in the parietal cortex
(for short, the PC) and in what’s known as the Brodmann
area 10 (for short, the BA10). Why this is important will
become clear below. The second important detail is this:
the pre-choice brain activity that Haynes found (in the PC
and BA10 regions) was actually not very good at predict-
ing the outcomes of his subjects’ choices. Indeed, it was
only 10 percent more accurate than blind guessing. If you
blindly guess whether subjects will push the left button or
the right button, you will be right about 50 percent of the
time. And by looking at the PC and BA10 regions of the
subjects’ brains and using this to predict whether they’ll
push the left button or the right button, you’ll be right at
best 60 percent of the time. This is definitely statistically
significant, so it shows something. But it’s a far cry from
100 percent accuracy. And as I will explain in what follows,
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this completely undermines the Haynes argument against
free will. In short, although Haynes’s results definitely
show something, they don’t show that we don’t have free
will.

But let me slow down and explain the significance of
the fact that the pre-choice brain activity was found in the
PC and BA10 regions of the brain. The strange thing about
this is that these regions of the brain are not ordinarily
associated with free decisions. Rather, they're associated
with plans, or intentions. In particular, the PC is associated
with the generation of plans, and the BA10 is associated
with the storage of plans. Suppose, for example, that I form
a plan to visit Hawaii next summer. Once I've made this
plan, [ can remember it. That means that the plan is stored
somewhere in my brain. And there is significant evidence
that plans like this are stored in the BA10 region of the
brain. And there is also evidence that plans are generated
in the PC region.

This is really important. In fact, when we combine
this with the fact that the neural activity in the PC and
the BA10 regions is only 10 percent more predictive than
blind guessing, the argument against free will completely
falls apart. The reason is that when we put these two facts
together, they suggest an interpretation of Haynes’s re-
sults that’s perfectly consistent with free will. In a moment,
I'll tell you what this interpretation is. But first, I want to
make a background point.
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When someone asks you not to think about something,
it suddenly becomes very difficult to obey them. For in-
stance, if  don’t want you to think about Abraham Lincoln
right now, one of the worst things I could do is tell you not
to think about him. If [ just say nothing, then the odds that
you would think of Lincoln in the next few minutes are
vanishingly small. But as soon as I say, “Don’t think about
Abe Lincoln,” it becomes very hard for you to avoid think-
ing about him, even if you sincerely want to obey me. The
problem is that the temptation to think about what you're
not supposed to think about can be almost overwhelming.

The same goes for silly little decisions, like picking a
number between 1 and 10. Suppose I say this to you: “In
a minute, I'm going to ask you to pick a number between
1 and 10, but don't do it yet.” It’s actually very difficult to
refrain from thinking of a number in situations like this.
Indeed, it’s likely that before I can even spit out the sec-
ond half of my sentence, you will already have thought of a
number between 1 and 10. As soon as I tell you that you're
going to be asked to pick a number between 1 and 10, you
might pick the number 7 before you even hear me say that
you shouldn’t choose yet.

Now, once you hear me tell you that you’re not sup-
posed to pick yet, you might try to undo what you already
did. In other words, you might try to unpick the number 7.
But notice that the result of this will probably not be that
7 gets “put back into the hopper.” Instead, it will be that 7
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is eliminated from contention all together. This is because
we can’t turn ourselves into random number generators.
The problem is that you won’t be able to forget that you
already thought of the number 7. So after a minute passes
and I tell you to go ahead and pick a number, it’s extremely
unlikely that you'll pick 7 again. If you did, you wouldn’t
think that you were being truly random and that it was
just a coincidence that you picked 7 twice in a row; you'd
think you were being a moron, always responding in the
same way to the request to think of a number. And you'd
probably also think you were cheating—that you were fla-
grantly disobeying the command not to choose in advance.
So even if you didn’t realize this, I think the real result of
undoing your choice would very likely be that 7 would sim-
ply be eliminated from contention.

But now suppose that instead of telling you that you're
going to have to pick a number between 1 and 10, I told
you that you're going to have to pick a number between
1 and 2. And suppose that you instantly thought of the
number 2. Now, what’s going to happen when I tell you
that I don’t want you to choose yet, that I want you to wait
sixty seconds and then pick a number. You're liable to think
something like this to yourself:

Oh, crap, I already thought of 2. Well, T'll just unpick

it. Yeah, that’s the ticket—that’s easy. OK, it’s
unpicked. I'm not thinking anything now.
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But now, if the result of this is that 2 is eliminated from
consideration, then the only option left is 1. So unless you
really manage to completely forget about the fact that you
chose the number 2 before, the choice you end up making
is not going to be truly random. It’s going to be weirdly
influenced by your attempt to follow the instructions de-
spite the fact that you started off by picking the number 2.

So that’s one point. Here’s another point: even if you
don’t start out by thinking of one of the two numbers, it’s
actually very difficult to keep yourself from thinking of one
of them. Try it right now. Flip an hourglass over and tell
yourself that you’re not going to think of 1 or 2 until all the
sand runs out and that, when the sand does run out, you're
going to choose one of the two numbers. It’s actually very
difficult not to think of one of the two numbers. I'm not
saying that you can’t succeed in this task. Of course you
can. For instance, you might manage to somehow distract
yourself and think about something else entirely. But you
might not succeed. In short, the point here is that some-
times, when we're asked not to think about something, we
fail. This might make human beings sound kind of lame,
but we all know it’s true.

Now, here’s the really important point for us. You
might fail in this task even if you don’t realize it. You might
subconsciously think of the number 1, and you might
subconsciously store the plan to pick that number when
the time comes. This point shouldn’t be controversial at
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all. Here are two things that we know to be true about hu-
man beings: first, it’s very difficult to avoid thinking about
something when someone tells you not to think about it;
and second, we do all sorts of things unconsciously. We
don’t do everything unconsciously, but it’s clear that we
do a lot of things unconsciously. When we put these two
points together, we get the following (highly probable)
hypothesis:

If you take a group of human subjects and you tell
them that in sixty seconds they’re going to be asked
to pick the number 1 or the number 2, and if you tell
them not to pick yet—in other words, if you tell them
to wait until the sixty seconds are up before they
choose—at least some of these subjects will (without
realizing it) fail to wait the full sixty seconds before
choosing. In other words, at least some of the people
will subconsciously think of one of the two numbers
and subconsciously store the plan to pick that
number when the time comes.

Again, given what we know about ourselves, this seems ex-
tremely plausible. In fact, it seems almost obvious. I would
be really surprised if it wasn’t true.

This is all just background. But it’s highly relevant to
the Haynes studies. In fact, it seems to give us an inter-
pretation of the Haynes results that’s perfectly consistent
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with the existence of free will. So without any further ado,
let me give you the interpretation:

An interpretation of the results of the Haynes study
that’s perfectly consistent with the existence of free
will A significant percentage of the subjects

in Haynes’s study (say, 20 percent of them)
unconsciously failed to make truly spontaneous
decisions about whether to press the right button
or the left button. They genuinely wanted to follow
Haynes’s instructions, but for whatever reason, and
without realizing it, they unconsciously formed
prior-to-choice plans to push one of the two buttons.
They unconsciously stored this information in their
brains, and then when the time came, these plans
were activated. In other words, the regions of the
brain where these plans were stored were activated.
And this brain activity caused the subjects to choose
in the predetermined ways in which they had
unconsciously planned on choosing. This explains
why (in some subjects) there was prior-to-choice
brain activity in the PC and BA10 regions of the
brain (and, remember, these regions are associated
with the formation and storage of plans, not free
decisions). It also explains why this brain activity
predicts whether subjects will choose to push the
left button or the right button. And finally, it also
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explains why using this brain activity to predict how
subjects will choose is only 10 percent better than
blind guessing—the reason is that not all subjects
unconsciously failed to make spontaneous decisions.
Only some subjects formed unconscious plans about
what they were going to do. Most subjects managed to
avoid doing this. Most of them managed to make truly
spontaneous decisions. (Of course, the claim here isn’t
that most of us have free will, but some of us don’t.
The claim is that all of us sometimes fail to be free. We
are all sometimes driven by things like unconscious

plans. But we aren’t always driven by such things.)

The first point to note here is that if this is the right in-
terpretation of Haynes’s results, then there is no problem
here for free will. All these results show is that sometimes
our decisions are influenced by unconscious factors. But
we already knew this. And as I've already pointed out, it
doesn’t follow from this that we don’t have free will. To
establish that we don’t have free will, you would have to
argue that all of our torn decisions are predetermined by
unconscious factors. But the Haynes studies don’t give us
any good reason to think that that’s true. And so they don’t
give us any good reason to deny the existence of free will.

In a moment, I'll say a bit more to justify the claim that
Haynes’s results don’t give us any good reason to doubt the
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existence of free will. But first, [ want to say a little bit about
the style of argument that I've used here to respond to Li-
bet and Haynes. Whenever we perform a scientific study,
we have to interpret the data before we can draw any con-
clusions. What this means is that in order to arrive at the
conclusion that we don’t have free will, we have to interpret
the Libet-Haynes data in a certain, specific way. Therefore,
one way to respond to the Libet-Haynes argument is to of-
fer an alternative interpretation in which their conclusion
doesn’t follow. In other words, we can block their argument
by telling a story that explains why they got the data they
did without admitting that we don’t have free will.

Now, whenever you respond to a scientific argument
in this way, you have to make sure that the alternative in-
terpretation you're giving isn’t a cockamamie story. Let me
give you an example of what [ mean by this. We have a
mountain of evidence linking smoking to lung cancer. Now,
strictly speaking, all this shows is that there is a statistical
correlation between smoking and lung cancer. We have to
infer from this that smoking can cause lung cancer. There-
fore, if you wanted to, you could try to respond to the ar-
gument for the claim that smoking can cause lung cancer
by providing an alternative interpretation of the data. For

instance, one might say something like this:

Alternative interpretation of the statistical correlation
between smoking and lung cancer ~ Sure, there’s a
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statistical correlation between smoking and lung
cancer, but this doesn’t mean that smoking causes
lung cancer. There might be some other explanation
of the statistical correlation. For instance, it could

be that there’s some hidden gene that we don’t know
about that independently causes two different things,
namely, the desire to smoke and lung cancer. If this
is right, then there would definitely be a statistical
correlation between smoking and lung cancer. But
smoking wouldn’t cause lung cancer. Therefore, since
for all we know right now, this is possible, we can’t
conclude that smoking causes lung cancer. And so if
you want to smoke, there’s no good reason to resist
the temptation.

Well, it’s certainly possible that this alternative story is
true. But what are the odds of this? It just seems extremely
unlikely. In short, the story that’s being told here is a cocka-
mamie story.

There’s a general lesson to be learned here. If you want
to respond to a scientific argument, you can’t do it by pro-
viding a cockamamie story to explain the data. You have to
do it by providing an alternative story (or an alternative in-
terpretation of the data) that’s just as plausible—or just as
likely to be true—as the original interpretation of the data.

So in our case, we have to ask whether the alternative
interpretation of the data that I'm suggesting here is just
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as plausible, or just as probable, as the interpretations that
are offered by people like Libet and Haynes. The answer is
that it is.

In the case of Libet’s studies, this is entirely obvious.
As T pointed out above, we don’t have any idea what the
function of the readiness potential is. The enemies of free
will just assume that the readiness potential causes a spe-
cific option to be chosen. But it’s just as likely that the readi-
ness potential is relevant only to the occurrences of our torn
decisions and not to the issue of which tied-for-best op-
tion is chosen. So my interpretation of the data is no less
likely to be true than Libet’s interpretation.

In the case of Haynes’s data, [ want to make an even
stronger claim. [ want to argue that my interpretation is
more plausible—or more likely to be true—than the inter-
pretation that’s hostile to free will. This other interpreta-
tion says that the prior-to-conscious-choice brain activity
in the PC and BA10 regions is an early neural signature of
the brain already making the decision. Call this the anti-
free-will interpretation. There are at least three different ar-
guments for thinking that my interpretation of Haynes’s
data is more plausible than this anti-free-will interpreta-
tion. Here are the three arguments:

1. We have strong independent evidence for the
hypothesis that the PC and BA10 regions of the
brain are relevant not to free decisions but to the
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formation and storage of plans and intentions.
Therefore, since my interpretation takes the brain
activity in those regions to be related to the storage
of long-term plans, it fits with what we already know
about those regions, and so it is more plausible than
the anti-free-will interpretation, which takes this
activity to be an early neural signature of the decision
itself.

2. The fact that there is a seven-to-ten-second time
gap between the brain activity in the PC and BA10
regions and the conscious decision actually counts
as strong evidence that that activity is not part of
the decision. This is a bit ironic because, intuitively,
the seven-to-ten-second gap is the thing that makes
Haynes’s results so striking. When you first hear
about these studies, you're likely to think something
like this:

Holy crap! If neuroscientists can predict how I'll
choose seven to ten seconds before I make a
conscious decision, then how on Earth could I

have free will?

But on further reflection, the seven-to-ten-second
time gap turns out to be part of what undoes the
Haynes argument. This is because we have really

strong reasons to think that human beings are way
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faster than this when it comes to making decisions.
There is significant experimental evidence that
shows that we can make decisions in less than half

a second. And what’s more, we all know that this is
true. We have all had lots of experience making snap
decisions in way less than seven seconds. Therefore,
since we know that decisions take less than seven
seconds, it’s not plausible that the brain activity
that Haynes observed—a full seven to ten seconds
before the conscious choice—was an early neural
signature of the conscious choice. It’s much more
plausible to suppose that the brain activity in the
PC and BA10 regions is doing something else. And
my interpretation provides a compelling story
about what this brain activity is doing—it’s related
to the storage of a long-term plan that was made

unconsciously and unwittingly by the subject.

3. My interpretation explains why using the brain
activity in the PC and BA10 regions is only 10 percent
more accurate than blind guessing. It’s because only
some of the subjects unwittingly formed unconscious
plans about what they were going to do. Some of
them didn’t do this. Some of them managed to
refrain from doing this so that their decisions were
genuinely spontaneous, last-second choices. On

the other hand, the anti-free-will interpretation of
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Haynes’s results doesn’t explain why using the brain
activity in the PC and BA10 regions is only 10 percent
more accurate than blind guessing. People who favor
this anti-free-will interpretation have no option

but to say that the reason there’s only a 10 percent
increase in accuracy here is that we’re just not good
enough yet at gathering data from people’s brains.
This seems like a real stretch to me.

So, again, it seems to me that my interpretation of the data
is much better than the anti-free-will interpretation. Now,
[ don’t want to claim that [ have proven that my interpreta-
tion is definitely the right one. Itis, of course, possible that
the brain activity in the PC and BA10 regions is an early
neural signature of the decision. But there’s no evidence
for this. In short, there’s no good reason to think that the
anti-free-will interpretation is the right interpretation.
And this means that the Haynes study just doesn’t give us
any good reason to doubt the existence of free will.

Ditto for Advocates of the Spiritual, Religious View—
Sort Of

In chapter 6, I responded to the random-or-predetermined

argument against free will. While I was responding to that
argument, [ more or less assumed that the materialistic,
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scientific view of humans is correct; in other words, I as-
sumed that human beings do not have nonphysical souls.
But at the end of the chapter, I pointed out that people
who endorse the spiritual, religious view of humans—
people who think that we do have nonphysical souls—can
respond to the random-or-predetermined argument in es-
sentially the same way that I did.

I want to make a similar point here. But as we’ll see,
in this case, there’s a bit of a catch. In this chapter, [ have
responded to the scientific argument against free will, and
once again, in constructing my response, | have more or
less assumed that the materialistic, scientific view of hu-
mans is correct. But if you endorse the spiritual, religious
view of humans, you can respond in a very similar way:

1. You can respond to the psychological arguments
by admitting that our torn decisions are sometimes
influenced by unconscious factors that are out of
our control, and you can maintain that there is no
evidence that our torn decisions are always caused by

unconscious factors.

2. You can respond to the Libet study by pointing
out (as I did above) that there is no good evidence for
the claim that when we make our torn decisions, the
readiness potential is part of a physical process that
causes us to choose in the specific ways that we do.
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3. You can respond to the Haynes study by pointing
out that the pre-choice neural activity in the PC and
BA10 regions of the brain is most likely a sign of the
fact that some small percentage of the subjects (say,
20 percent of them) unwittingly and unconsciously
form pre-choice long-term plans to push either the
left button or the right button.

So if you endorse the spiritual, religious view, you can re-
spond to the scientific argument against free will in essen-
tially the same way that I have responded to it on behalf
of those who endorse the materialistic, scientific view of
humans.

But like I said before, I think there’s a catch here. The
scientific arguments don’t give us any reason to doubt the
existence of free will, but it seems to me that they do give
us some reason to worry about the spiritual, religious view
itself. In other words, the studies I've been discussing (and
other studies like them) seem to give us some initial rea-
son to think that we just don’t have nonphysical souls. Tam
not going to try to provide a complete argument for this
here, but I'd like to say just a few words about it.

One point here is that it’s hard to see why a nonphysi-
cal soul would have subconscious mental states. But let
me ignore this and focus on Haynes’s results. If we have
nonphysical souls, then why should we have to store our
plans in the BA10 region of the brain? Why can’t we just
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store them nonphysically in our souls? This is, of course,
just a special case of a much more general problem. If we
have nonphysical souls, then why would we need to have
brains to carry off our mental actions? Or to put the point
the other way around, if all mental states and events cor-
respond to neural states and events, then why should we
believe in nonphysical souls at all? It seems that all mental
states and events have locations in the brain. Beliefs are
stored in this region; plans are stored in that region; deci-
sions occur here; inferences occur there. Why do we need
to posit a soul at all? It seems that the brain can do it all
by itself. In fact, given that there’s a neural signature of
everything that happens in the human mind, it seems that
the brain does do it all by itself.

But, again, I'm not trying to argue here that we don’t
have nonphysical souls. I'm just throwing this out there as
food for thought.
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CONCLUSION

If what I've argued in this book is right, then the anti-free-
will arguments that have been put forward recently by phi-
losophers, psychologists, and neuroscientists simply don’t
work. And so we don’t have any good reason to doubt the
existence of free will.

But a word of warning is in order. I have not argued in
this book that we do have free will. I've simply blocked the
arguments for the claim that we don’t have free will. Now,
you might think that since, intuitively, it seems to us that
we have free will, the burden of proof is on the enemies of
free will. So you might think that since we have found that
their arguments don’t work, it is rational for us to believe
that we do have free will.

I think this would be a mistake. We haven'’t just found
in this book that the anti-free-will arguments don’t work.
We’ve also found that the question of whether we have free
will is not something that we can answer by intuition or
common sense. On the contrary, the claim that we have



free will is a controversial scientific hypothesis about the
causation of our torn decisions. In particular, to say that
we have free will is to say that the following hypothesis is

true:

At least sometimes, when we make our torn decisions,
nothing causes us to choose in the ways that we do.

This is not a commonsense truism. It is a controversial
claim of neuroscience. In fact, it seems to me that the
question of whether we have free will is so hard that, given
our current knowledge of the brain, we are nowhere near
ready to answer it. To obtain compelling evidence for the
claim that we have free will, we would need to do all of the

following:

1. First and foremost, we would need to find our
torn decisions in the brain. In other words, we would
need to figure out which neural events are our torn
decisions. By all accounts, we aren’t even close to
being able to do this.

2. Second, if we could point at a neural event and

say with confidence that it was a torn decision, we
would also need to be able to say which feature of
that neural event corresponded to the chosen option.
In other words, we would need to be able to look at a
neural event of the kind I'm talking about and read off
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that the question of
whether we have free
will is so hard that,
given our current
knowledge of the brain,
we are nowhere near
ready to answer it.



of it whether it was a chocolate-over-vanilla decision,
or a vanilla-over-chocolate decision, or whatever.

3. Finally, we would need to study these neural
events and figure out whether anything causes the
given tied-for-best options to be chosen. In particular,
we would need to find evidence for the claim that at

least sometimes, nothing causes them to be chosen.

If we could do all of this, then we would have good scien-
tific evidence for the claim that when we make our torn
decisions, at least sometimes, nothing makes us choose in
the ways that we do. And this would give us good reason
to believe that we have free will.

But right now, we’re nowhere near ready to do any of
this. And so what we should say here is that as of right now,
we don’t know whether we have free will. We should say
that this is an open scientific question.

That’s not so bad. Given that there are people out there
telling you that they’ve already established that we don’t
have free will, it’s not so bad to be left with the conclusion
that we don’t know whether we have free will.

We have found here that the enemies of free will se-
riously overstate their case. The truth is that they don’t
know anywhere near enough about how the human brain
works to conclude with any sort of certainty that we don’t
have free will. As we’ve seen, the arguments that people
have put forward against free will are based on some as-
sumptions that are completely unfounded.
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What I'm saying now is that we shouldn’t make the
same mistake that these people have made. We shouldn’t
overstate the case for free will. We shouldn’t make un-
founded assumptions. We should be careful and skeptical.
We should recognize when we're ignorant and not try to
pretend that we aren’t. The reality is that (a) the question
of free will is a super-hard question about the causation
of certain neural events; and (b) we are pretty ignorant
on this topic. Neuroscience has made some truly amazing
strides in the last few decades. But this science is still in its
infancy. We just aren’t ready right now to answer the ques-
tion of free will. And what’s more—given what we would
need to do to settle this question—it is unlikely that we
will be able to answer it during our lives. It is very likely
that those of us who are alive right now will all be dead
and buried before human beings can answer the question
of free will with any kind of authority.

I want to make one more point about being skeptical. You
should always beware of someone throwing a bunch of
scientific studies at you and telling you that these studies
establish X, Y, or Z. You can’t trust people on stuff like this.
You have to read the journal articles yourself to see what
they show. And if you don’t have time to do that, you should
be skeptical. In short, you should remain unconvinced.

If the same study has been performed numerous times,
in many different labs, spread out across many years, and
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if all of the experts in the given area agree that a certain
conclusion follows, then this gives us some reason to think
that the conclusion is probably true. But you can’t trust
an argument that’s based on an isolated study, especially
when it involves a controversial inference about what the
results show. In situations like this, it is always better to
remain skeptical and unconvinced.
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GLOSSARY

Causation
See the entries for Deterministic causation and Probabilistic causation.

Compatibilism

This is the view that free will is compatible with determinism. Thus, on this

view, even if all of your actions and decisions are completely predetermined—
even if they're all completely caused by events that took place billions of years

ago—it can still make sense to say that you have free will.

Determinism

Roughly speaking, this is the view that all events are completely caused by
prior events. More precisely, it’s the view that a complete statement of the laws
of nature, together with a complete description of the universe at some specific
time, logically entails a complete description of the universe at all later times.

Deterministic causation

To say that an event was deterministically caused by prior events is to say that
it was completely caused by prior events. In other words, it’s to say that it was
completely predetermined, so that prior events forced it to happen in the one
and only way that it could have happened.

Empirical science

An empirical science is a science like physics, chemistry, biology, psychology,
or neuroscience. These sciences are concerned with characterizing the nature
of the physical world, and their methodologies are based in observation and
experimentation. Empirical sciences can be contrasted with disciplines like
mathematics and logic, whose methodologies are usually not empirical—that
is, they are usually not based in observation or experimentation.

Free will
This term is notoriously difficult to define. Moreover, the question of how it
should be defined is extremely controversial. For two very popular definitions,



see the entries for Hume-style free will and Not-predetermined free will. Many
philosophers think that the term “free will” is essentially synonymous with

“Hume-style free will”; others think it’s synonymous with “not-predetermined
free will”’; and still others think that some other definition needs to be given.
But, again, all of these views are controversial.

Hume-style free will

Roughly speaking, we can take Hume-style free will to be the ability to do what
you want. More precisely, we can say that a person has Hume-style free will if
and only if he or she is capable of acting in accordance with his or her choices
and choosing in accordance with his or her desires.

Indeterminism
This is just the view that determinism is false. In other words, it’s the view
that at least some events are not completely predetermined by prior events.

Materialism

This is a term that gets used to mean many different things. In this book, I use
it to refer to the view that human beings are purely physical creatures, or that
they’re made entirely of matter and that they do not have nonphysical souls.

Neural processes
See the entry for Neuron.

Neuron

A neuron is a nerve cell. The most important thing about neurons is that
they’re electrically excitable. When an electrical signal travels down a neuron,
we say that it fires. There are trillions of neurons in the brain, and there’s a
sense in which they “talk to each other”; when one neuron fires, it can cause
other neurons to fire, and in this way, information can be transmitted through
the brain. In this book, I often speak of neural processes, and when I do that, I'm
talking about brain processes that involve the firing of neurons.

Neuroscience
Neuroscience is an interdisciplinary study of the nervous system. So, of course,
neuroscientists study neurons and neural processes.
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Nonrandomness
See the entry for Randomness.

Not-predetermined free will

To say that a person has not-predetermined free will is to say that at least
some of his or her decisions have the following two traits: (i) they’re not pre-
determined by prior events, and (ii) they’re nonrandom in the sense that the
person in question is in control of which option is chosen, so that he or she is
the author of the choice, or the source of the choice. Thus, to simplify this a bit,
if we suppose that you just made a conscious decision, then to say that that
decision was a product of your free will (in the sense of not-predetermined free
will) is to say that (a) you did it, and (b) nothing made you do it.

NPD free will
See the entry for Not-predetermined free will. “NPD free will” is just an abbrevia-
tion for that term.

Probabilistic causation

To say that an event was probabilistically caused by prior events is to say that
it was caused by prior events but that these prior events didn’t force it to hap-
pen. Rather, the prior events simply increased the probability that the event
in question would happen.

Randomness

This is a term that gets used in many different ways. The uses of the term in
this book have to do with the question of whether our decisions occur ran-
domly or nonrandomly. To say that a decision occurred randomly can mean
many different things, but the two most important meanings for the purposes
of this book are as follows. First, by saying that a decision occurred randomly,
you might mean to say that it was completely uncaused. And second, you might
mean to say that the person in question wasn’t in control of the decision, or
wasn’t the author of the decision, or wasn’t the real source of the decision.
Thus, if we're using the term in this second way, then to say that a decision of
mine occurred nonrandomly is to say that I was in control of the decision; in
particular, it’s to say that I was in control of which option was chosen; or to
put the point a different way, it’s to say that I was the source of the decision,
or the author of the decision. An important question is whether a decision can
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be nonrandom in this sense while simultaneously being random in the sense
of being completely uncaused. I argue in this book (in chapter 6) that this is
possible.

Torn decisions

A torn decision is a conscious decision in which you have multiple options

and you're torn as to which option is best. More precisely, you have multiple

options that seem to you to be more or less tied for best, so that you feel com-
pletely unsure—or entirely torn—as to what you ought to do. And you decide

while feeling torn.
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NOTES

Chapter 4

1. Of course, when I say that we have Hume-style free will, I don’t mean to
suggest that we can do everything we want to do. I want to jump off the Empire
State Building, glide around in circles over New York City, and then land softly
in Central Park; but, of course, I can’t do this. But I still have Hume-style free
will, because I can do a lot of what I want to do. Now, some people have less
Hume-style free will than most of us do. For instance, whereas I can walk down
the street and go to the movies, people who are in jail can’t do this, even if they
want to. But these people still have some Hume-style free will. For instance, if
some inmate has a book sitting next to his bed, and if he wants to pick it up
and start reading, then (in most situations) he can do this.

2. The William James quote comes from his paper “The Dilemma of Deter-
minism” (on page 149 in the version of the paper listed in the bibliography).
And the Kant quotes come from his book The Critique of Practical Reason (on
pages 95-96 in the version of the book listed in the bibliography).

Chapter 6

1. This is a slight simplification. Strictly speaking, what we should say here is
that (i) if our torn decisions are deterministically caused by prior events, then
we don’t have free will; and (ii) if our torn decisions are completely uncaused,
then we do have free will; and (iii) if our torn decisions are probabilistically (but
not deterministically) caused, then we have partial free will.

Chapter 8

1. This is a slight simplification. A torn decision could be probabilistically
caused without being deterministically caused, and in this scenario, it could
still be partially free.
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