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FOREWORD



In 1985, the physiologist Benjamin Libet conducted a series of experiments that involved taking EEG readings of subjects’ brains engaged in a task that required them to press a button at random intervals whenever they felt like it during the session. Results: several seconds before the “decision” was consciously made by the subject, the brain’s motor cortex was activated.1 The neuroscientist John-Dylan Haynes employed fMRI brain scans in a 2011 study in which subjects inside the scanner were instructed to press one of two buttons whenever they wanted while observing a series of random letters. The subjects were told to verbally report which letter was on the screen when they “decided” to press the button. Results: the time between brain activation and conscious awareness of a “choice” was several seconds, and in some cases a full seven seconds.2


In these studies, and others, scientists measuring subjects’ brains know which decision subjects would make before the subjects themselves know it! That is spooky, and if these results don’t bother you then you’re not thinking hard enough about them. What they imply is that we are not free to choose in the way we think we are. We feel free, but that’s just what our conscious selves believe because they don’t know about the inputs feeding into them from below that have already made the choice. As the neuroscientist Sam Harris articulated it in his widely-read book Free Will, “Our wills are simply not of our own making. Thoughts and intentions emerge from background causes of which we are unaware and over which we exert no conscious control. We do not have the freedom we think we have.”3


The principle of determinism holds that every event in the universe has a prior cause. If all effects have causes, including human thoughts and actions, then where in the causal chain does the act of choice enter? Even if there were a Mini-Me up there calling the shots, his little brain would have to be just as determined as my big brain, so for Mini-Me to have free will he would have to have a mini Mini-Me inside of him pulling his strings, and mini Mini-Me would himself need an itty-bitty mini Mini-Me inside of his brain . . . ad infinitum. And if you believe in souls, this fails in the same way as Mini-Me does. A soul inside of you pulling your strings does not grant you freedom; it just means the soul is in control. And having a soul would mean that there’s a mini-soul inside the soul directing its actions, and so forth. It would seem that if determinism is true then we do not have free will. And yet . . . we feel free. We feel like we make choices.


Herein lies the problem, which helps explain the results of a 2009 survey of 3,226 philosophy professors and grad students asked to weigh in on thirty different subjects of concern in their field, from a priori knowledge, aesthetic value, and God to knowledge, mind, and moral realism.4 On the topic of “free will: compatibilism, libertarianism, or no free will,” the survey found the following results:







	Accept or lean toward:

	Compatibilism

	59.1%






	 

	Other

	14.9%






	Accept or lean toward:

	Libertarianism

	13.7%






	Accept or lean toward:

	No free will

	12.2%









By far, the majority of professional philosophers hold the position that free will and determinism are compatible.


Now, from a scientific perspective, it shouldn’t matter how many people support one or the other position. Only the quality of the evidence and arguments should matter. As Einstein said in response to a 1931 book skeptical of the relativity theory titled A Hundred Authors Against Einstein, “Why one hundred? If I were wrong, one would have been enough.”5 But there is something revealing about these figures, and that is this: if the most qualified people to assess a problem are not in agreement on an answer—and the free-will/determinism problem has been around for thousands of years—it may be that it is an insoluble one. For example, is it really reasonable for the 12.2 percent of philosophers who are determinists to conclude that 59.1 percent of their professional colleagues are simply wrong in taking the compatibilist position? Isn’t it more likely that the issue comes down to language and what is meant by the terms free will and determinism?


This is what I strongly suspect, and in my book The Moral Arc I worked out how accepting a determined universe does not preclude retaining free will and moral responsibility through four compatibilist workarounds: (1) modular mind—even though a brain consists of many neural networks in which one network may make a choice that another network finds about later, they are all still operating in a single brain; (2) free won’t—vetoing competing impulses and choosing one thought or action over another; (3) choice as part of the causal net—wherein our volitional acts are part of the determined universe but are still our choices; (4) degrees of moral freedom—a range of choice options varying by degrees of complexity and the number of intervening variables.6


Dan Barker’s poignantly argued and beautifully presented case for harmonic freedom and social free will gels beautifully with my own and others’ cases for how we can be free in a determined universe. Barker is one of our finest minds and most effective activists for atheism, and as a former preacher and theist, he knows the necessity of making the case for moral freedom as well if we are to rebut the calumny that atheists have no morality because we don’t believe in moral responsibility (if we’re not free then we can’t be held responsible for our actions). Barker’s harmonic free will, so succinctly presented in this tightly reasoned book, does not deny the scientific reality of determinism; but it does engage us as humans in the social process of being responsible for our choices while interacting with other humans. In so doing, Barker has essentially eliminated the problem of free will and determinism. There is really nothing to resolve.


I had an occasion to elaborate on this problem during a 2016 episode of Dave Rubin’s talk show, in which he asked me my opinion of Sam Harris’s seemingly airtight case for determinism. I suggested the following thought experiment. Suppose a hard determinist were to have a one-night stand while on the road and his wife found out. How does he account for his actions? Does he, pace the explanation for generic human behavior in Sam’s book, say something like this to his wife?




Honey, my will is simply not of my own making. My thoughts and intentions emerged from background causes of which I am unaware and over which I exert no conscious control. I do not have the freedom you think I have.





Could he even finish the thought before the stinging slap of a hand across his face terminated the rationalization?


If free will is the power to do otherwise, both the determinist and his wife know that, of course, he could have done otherwise, and she reminds him that should those circumstances arise again he damn well better make the right choice . . . or else. That act to choose to do the right thing . . . or the wrong thing . . . is what most of us mean by free will. In this sense I strongly suspect that deep down Sam—and everyone else—are compatibilists. And except for those extreme cases of mental illness, chemical addiction, or brain damage, we all have this type of freedom. Our choices may be part of the determined causal net of the universe, but they are still our choices that we make, and we should be held accountable for them.


—Michael Shermer




1  Libet, Benjamin. “Unconscious Cerebral Initiative and the Role of Conscious Will in Voluntary Action.” Behavior and Brain Sciences, 8 (1985): 529–66.


2  Haynes, J. D. “Decoding and Predicting Intentions.” Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1224(1) (2011): 9–21.


3  Harris, Sam. Free Will (New York, NY: Free Press, 2012), 5.


4  The PhilPapers Surveys, http://philpapers.org/surveys/results.pl.


5  Criticism of the theory of relativity, http://bit.ly/​1Sh4YUC.


6  Shermer, Michael. The Moral Arc (New York, NY: Henry Holt, 2015).























INTRODUCTION



Free will is dead. Long live free will.


We need a new way of talking about free will. After centuries of debate, we are nowhere close to a consensus. Many scientists inform us we don’t have free will, but many philosophers assure us we do. Some people say, “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Others say, “Who cares?”


Since you are reading this book, you likely care. Like me, you wonder what sense we can make of morality, law, or meaning if everything is mechanically predetermined. If we don’t have free will, how can we talk about responsibility, guilt, innocence, justice, mercy, forgiveness, praise, self-esteem, dignity, creativity, or (if you are religious) sin and righteousness? Although scientific determinism appears to rule it out, free will continues to feel like an obvious part of our existence.


So we have a paradox. We know that our lives are determined by impersonal laws of nature, yet we act like personal free agents. Is that a contradiction? While science proves we are not ultimately responsible for our decisions, we continue to think and act like we are immediately responsible.


The biologist Richard Dawkins acknowledged the perplexity:




I have a materialist view of the world. I think that things are determined in a rational way by antecedent events. That commits me to the view that when I think I have free will, when I think that I’m exercising free choice, I’m deluding myself. My brain states are determined by physical events. And yet that seems to contradict, to go against the very powerful subjective impression that we do have free will.





“Yes, I have free will,” Christopher Hitchens quipped. “I have no choice but to have it.”


Scientists and philosophers have been battling with this issue for at least two thousand years. There are hundreds of books and articles about it. The Oxford Handbook of Free Will has 600 pages and looks more like an encyclopedia than a handbook. As with theology (a subject with no object), the subject of free will creates an octopus of opinions. So maybe something is wrong with our approach.


I want to suggest a different way of looking at it. I am going to propose an understanding of free will that turns it sideways and makes the paradox disappear. If we can view the world more like jazz musicians than classical musicians, we will see free will as a beautiful improvisation of the human species. I call it “harmonic free will.”


No matter what your opinion is, you feel like you are free. As you are reading this paragraph, you certainly don’t think you are coerced by forces outside your control to continue to the next sentence (unless this is required reading for a class you don’t like). You are not a robot. Your friends and loved ones are not machines. Science and philosophy should explain our experience, not deny it.


So there are two questions: “Do I have free will?” and “Why do I feel like I do?” I will address each independently. These questions reside at different logical levels. They are like melody and harmony, which do not compete but rather cooperate to create beauty.


To be clear, I am certain that classical free will, as traditionally understood, is a fiction. The scientists are right. We can’t rise above nature to violate cause and effect. In affirming philosophical free will (jazz) instead of scientific free will (classical), I am not dismissing determinism. Identifying free will becomes a matter of perspective, not of physical proof.


Free will is not a scientific truth. It is a social truth.


The only thing that can contradict determinism is indeterminism. Since free will (as I see it) is not indeterministic, it poses no challenge to science. Using a pivoting two-dimensional view—instead of only a flat deterministic or top-down transcendent definition—we will see that free will fits nicely with cause and effect. I know that hard determinists will be skeptical of yet another attempt to salvage free will, but they shouldn’t worry. Harmonic free will actually underscores the strength of their scientific arguments. It also underscores ethics.


I am not a professional philosopher or scientist. I used to be a Christian minister who preached about souls and spirits. I believed in God. I thought I had supernatural free will. When I read that Moses exhorted the Israelites to “choose life so that you and your descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 30:19), I believed that each individual, created in God’s image, possessed a transcendent liberty to make a personal decision for eternal life. I now dismiss that dogma as incoherent and coercive. Free will is not transcendent. Like music, it is transient.


While playing jazz piano (which is a lot more fun than preaching), I approach music from two different angles. Like classical musicians, I rely on the formal bottom-up training of sight-reading and technique. But as a jazz improviser, I try to rise above all that (without ignoring it) and freely create from a top-down frame of reference. When you invert the scene, you can see—or hear—that music is not linear or mechanical. It produces something greater than the sum of its parts. It can “come alive.” Like music, I think free will and consciousness also come alive. When we flip perspective, we suddenly experience the world and ourselves from a vibrant and creative vantage point.


You don’t have to be an expert to notice that the experts disagree about free will. Some of them are like feuding theologians. I’m staying out of that boxing match. I will not try to solve the problem. I am suggesting that there is no problem in the first place. There is no need to deliver a knock-out punch. There is no “right answer.” By stepping outside the ring and looking at it from a fresh angle, from a jazz angle, we can make the whole debate disappear.


To accomplish this optical-illusion (or acoustical-illusion) vanishing act, I am going to tell some stories and introduce a number of analogies and models—or “intuition pumps,” as philosopher Daniel C. Dennett might call them—many of which may seem at first unrelated. Since I am a jazz pianist, my central metaphor will be music. I am calling it harmonic free will, but other kinds of artists might call it aesthetic free will. If you are a writer, you might dub it poetic free will. Whatever you call it, you are blending more than one way of looking at the world. All analogies become strained if you push them too hard, and they don’t prove anything by themselves. We should never argue by analogy, but we can certainly illustrate by analogy. The following illustrations are aimed at picturing how free will can be meaningful without being an object of quantifiable measurement. If we look straight at it, we don’t see it. We have to sneak up on it laterally.


“Yes, I have free will,” Christopher Hitchens quipped. “I have no choice but to have it.”




















LITTLE ONE



In early summer 2014, I started working on my book God: The Most Unpleasant Character in All Fiction. I got up early to write during those magical quiet hours before leaving for work. The project took more than a year, spanning two summers. I usually work where I can look out into the backyard. Cardinals, robins, sparrows, finches, wrens and other Midwestern birds drop by the feeder in the rather secluded area behind our home in the west side of Madison, Wisconsin.


In late June, a chipmunk appeared on the step outside the French door. It seemed to be staring at me through the glass. I smiled and said, “Hey there, little one.” This continued a few more days. One morning, I put some almonds on the step. A couple of minutes later, the tiny creature came and picked one up. Instead of stuffing its cheeks like it does now, it just posed there munching the treat with obvious enjoyment. The cute little animal turned the nut around with its minuscule mammalian fingers, nibbling the edges like a toddler with a cookie. It brought a smile to my face.


During evening hours and weekends I often spend time reading in the hammock in our small backyard—my idea of heaven on earth. One day, I spotted the chipmunk moving in the borders of the yard. I said, “Hey there, little one” and tossed an almond onto the grass. It stood still for five or six seconds. Then, instead of running toward the nut, it flittered off in another direction. It wandered among the shrubs, journeyed to the fence on the other side of the yard, stuck its nose in the dirt under the bird feeder, and disappeared under the yew trees. I assumed it hadn’t noticed the nut. But after a moment it reappeared and zeroed in on the prize.


Why did it act like that? It seems the optimal plan would be to head straight for the food, like a dog would, instead of zigzagging like a cartoon character. Its skittering behavior is undoubtedly due to a conflict of survival instincts. To eat or not to be eaten, that is the question. However, since the creature did find its way pretty quickly to the almond, it must have remembered where it fell. That little rodent appears to have a keenly evolved grasp of territory, a good memory, a strong sense of smell, and a prudent strategy of marshaling resources. It needs to survive the moment as well as the coming winter.
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