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[image: ]




This essay is a critique of Sam Harris’s book Free Will (2012) as well as his comments on free will more broadly. I think Harris often makes one-sided and misleading remarks on the topic, which I believe merit critique and correction.

To be clear, what I take issue with in Harris’s view is not the assumption that human beings and human decisions are purely physical in nature. On the contrary, like Harris, I endorse a naturalistic worldview.

Similarly, my issue is not with the claim that we do not have free will in a sense that, as Harris writes, “cannot be made conceptually coherent” (p. 5). Indeed, I will not be arguing for the existence of “free will”, nor will I entertain any discussion about what most people mean by “free will” (a term that tends to be poorly defined and which people often seem to understand in rather different ways; I think the term “free will” generally brings more confusion than clarity).

Instead, my issue with Harris’s remarks on free will mostly has to do with his consistent emphasis on limiting perspectives — perspectives that are not a necessary feature of the view that we are purely physical in nature. As we will see, these limiting perspectives are taken to such an extreme that Harris often makes outright false claims that greatly understate our abilities and capacities.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Downplaying Our Knowledge
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One of the main problems with Harris’s book is his consistently downplaying what we can know. For example, when writing about two murderers, Harris writes (p. 4):


Whatever their conscious motives, these men cannot know why they are as they are. Nor can we account for why we are not like them.



I think this is false. Murderers can surely know something about why they are as they are, and the rest of us can likewise know and explain a lot about why we are not murderers, from the level of our genes and upbringing to the level of our beliefs and values. In fact, there is a lot we can know at these respective levels.

Sure, we cannot know everything about why we did not end up as murderers, nor can we trace our explanations back indefinitely; there are limits as to what we can know about ourselves. Yet that such limits exist is a rather trivial point. So the statement above seems to be either false (on a straightforward reading) or trivial (on a reading that would make it true).​[1]
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