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Man’s main task in life is to give birth to himself, to become what he potentially is. The most important product of his effort is his own personality.


—Erich Fromm, Man for Himself (1947)















INTRODUCTION



WHY FREE WILL MATTERS


When I was a teenager, my father and I used to argue about the existence of free will. My father, a staunch determinist, was convinced it was a myth. Our behavior might be caused by many factors, he said—genetics, environment, past conditioning—but human striving is not one of them. Not only do our choices not matter, they aren’t even choices at all.


Our conversations took a similar path each time the subject arose. My father would repeat two simple questions. First he would ask, “Are there any uncaused causes?” In other words, are there any events that were not themselves caused by prior events? The answer had to be no. I picked up the coffee cup because of an unconscious habit, or because of my addiction to caffeine. My sense that I was the one choosing was merely a side effect of those prior causes, just as smoke is only a side effect of fire.


For his second question, my father would ask, “Does the present always follow the past?” I would have to agree that it did. “Then,” he would conclude, “how could a person’s feeling of causing their own behavior in the present be correct?” The present can only be what the past allows it to be, not what we want it to be.


My dad’s arguments had definite intellectual appeal. They seemed to derive from logic, and from a scientific worldview that I strongly valued and believed in. In science, when objective facts contradict your subjective beliefs, then you need to change your beliefs. No wishful thinking allowed—better to be wrong than ignorant.


Still, my whole life, I have been haunted and hounded by the question of free will. Does an objective attitude really require us to deny all power to subjective intentions, to the sense that we are making choices in the world? Or can it be scientifically legitimate to conclude that a carefully thought out personal decision made a large difference in a person’s life? These tensions have inspired a great deal of my research as a psychologist—they helped steer me toward the field of psychology in the first place.


Like me, you may also have trouble accepting determinism, at least the “hard” versions, which say that human consciousness is only a hallucination, and our ability to choose our own destiny a delusion. You feel more or less in charge of your life. Every day, you make decisions, from which shirt to wear in the morning to whether to pursue a particular job or relationship. You recognize that there are constraints on your choices, of course—you wouldn’t wear a heavy coat on an eighty-degree day, or a pair of swim trunks to the office. And you know that just because you choose to go after something doesn’t mean you’ll get it. You may even realize, immediately or later on, that you made a wrong choice. Still, you are the one deciding, for better or worse. It might feel so obvious that you’re tempted to see the whole free-will debate as pointless and irrelevant. What difference does it even make?


But if we dig a little deeper, free will gets more interesting—and we begin to see how crucial it is to who we are. If the determinist perspective is correct, for example, then our belief that we are making our own choices must be delusional. You might think that you started reading this book because that’s what you decided to do today. But perhaps another factor, or combination of factors, is really at work: the firing of specific neurons, the release of certain neurochemicals, your past conditioning, your needy emotional state, your current course assignment, or the repeated insistence of a friend. In that case, the feeling that you caused yourself to start reading this book may simply be a comforting fairy tale, a mistaken attribution that allows you to maintain a sense that you are in control, but that ultimately holds you back. This is what hard determinists insist. Most of them put our belief in free will (including yours, dear reader!) into the same category as belief in telepathy and clairvoyance, in crystal healing or reincarnation, or in ghosts, spirits, and gods. They think you’d be better off if you could get over it.


As a research psychologist, I am just as skeptical as any other scientist about clairvoyance, reincarnation, deities, and the like. But my research has led me to suspect that the deterministic view of self-determination (namely, that there is no such thing) might just be wrong. Not only might we have free will, we might have radical, even inescapable free will—meaning that we can’t help but make choices, on a daily and even moment-to-moment basis. That is what our minds evolved to do. And these choices can have a profound effect on the course of our lives—even when, at first glance, they appear very simple or minor.
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Meet Tony, a college basketball player at a well-regarded state university. Tony is the best player on his team, and he hopes to be able to play professionally after graduation—he imagines himself in the NBA, with all the money and attention that would entail. Tony’s teammates know he has this ambition, as does his coach. Unfortunately, Tony’s team has played below expectations this season, and is in danger of being left out of the upcoming national championship tournament.


In a critical conference game, late in the season, Tony is dribbling the ball up the court. His team is behind by a point, and with only fifteen seconds left, this is their last chance to win (or at least tie) the game. Tony dribbles around the perimeter, looking for an opening in which to drive, or a teammate to pass to. With three seconds left, Alain, the team’s small forward, cuts toward the basket, a step ahead of his defender. The opponent who is guarding Tony moves toward Alain, giving Tony the opportunity to take a challenging thirty-foot shot. Tony is a good shooter, but Alain is much closer to the basket. What will he do—shoot, or pass?


In one sense, this decision seems like it is Tony’s alone. He’s the one holding the ball at the critical moment. But in another sense, Tony’s decision might not be his at all. It could be the product of countless possible factors independent of his consciousness. Maybe his body is exhausted, causing him to take the easier path of passing. Maybe his coach has told him to be bold in such situations, so he takes the shot. Maybe Tony is close friends with Alain; they’ve practiced this pass forever, and passing the ball to him is almost reflex. Or Tony could be a narcissist who craves attention and glory, so instead he takes the shot himself. Or perhaps the crowd is screaming so loudly that Tony gets distracted, and mishandles the ball before he even has a chance to shoot or pass. Tony’s “decision,” whatever it is, might really be anything but his decision. Just as you might not have caused yourself to pick up this book a few minutes ago, perhaps Tony didn’t cause his own behavior: he was just a puppet, being controlled by factors outside his conscious awareness.


But let’s say Tony takes the long shot. If he makes the shot, his team wins the game; if he misses, they lose. In the scenario where Tony makes the shot, he is a hero! The home crowd erupts in jubilation, and Tony’s teammates swarm him in joy. Although he is careful to tell reporters that the victory was “a team effort,” Tony is more than happy to take credit for the outcome in his own mind, attributing it to his intelligence and skill as a basketball player.


On the other hand, suppose Tony misses. The buzzer sounds, the crowd groans, and Alain throws up his hands in disbelief, shouting, “I was open!” In the locker room, the coach scolds Tony for his selfishness, accusing him of seeking personal glory rather than making the smarter choice to pass. In this case, Tony is likely to make excuses for his choice, saying that he was only following the coach’s instructions, or that Alain might also have missed the shot. He wants to deny responsibility for what happened. The next day, though, Tony’s teammates, the newspapers, and the fan discussion boards agree: the loss was Tony’s fault. He made a (seemingly defective) choice and must be held accountable.


It’s important to distinguish here between decisions—however they are made—and the consequences of those decisions. We often conflate these when we think about our choices in retrospect. For example, if Tony makes his long shot, he is likely to attribute his success to his (obviously correct!) choice to take the shot. If he misses, he is likely to deny responsibility for his decision to shoot, placing the blame on the confusion of the moment, or his coach’s poorly diagrammed play. In other words, Tony’s attribution for his shot—his explanation of what caused it—will tend to vary depending on the result. (In psychology, this is called self-serving bias.)


Still, Tony could also do something very courageous after missing the shot: he could accept blame, apologize to his teammates, and promise to try to do better in the future. Over the rest of the season, he could work hard to be a more generous teammate. This is yet another decision that Tony must make on his own. Or is it? Maybe this decision, too, is really determined by forces outside Tony’s knowledge and control. Even if Tony does the “right” thing, maybe he deserves no credit for it.
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To address these sorts of conundrums, we need a philosophical perspective. In his groundbreaking 2019 book Why Free Will Is Real, the philosopher Christian List argued that free will requires just three related capacities, all operating within humans (and perhaps even robots and other artificially intelligent systems): (1) the capacity to consider several possibilities for action; (2) the capacity to form an intention to pursue one of those possibilities; and (3) the capacity to take action to move toward that possibility.1 These capacities give an agent the capacity to weigh options at crucial points, to select preferred options, and to work toward them. List argued that psychological research has already shown that these three capacities exist—and indeed, that human behavior can’t be understood without assuming that they are operative. (As a psychologist who studies goals and intentions, I agree.)


According to List’s theory, our basketball player, Tony, was definitely exercising free will. With three seconds left in the game, he weighs the alternatives (Shoot? Pass? Take a couple more dribbles?), makes a choice (suppose it’s “I’ll shoot!”), then begins to enact it by launching his body into the air for the shot. The credit—or the blame—for taking the shot belongs to Tony himself.


Step back a second, though, and the picture becomes blurry. For Tony to take the shot, his brain had to send a signal to his muscle fibers to contract, pushing the ball into the air. That neurological signal relied on a complex array of electrical and chemical processes, which in turn relied on trillions of cells in Tony’s body and the atoms that make them up—Tony had nothing to do with all that. Even more, Tony doesn’t know why he “chose” to shoot in the first place, and doesn’t know anything about the brain processes that tipped his decision in that direction. Where is Tony in all of this, and what does it mean for “Tony” to decide? Who (or what) is Tony, anyway?


In 1949 the philosopher Gilbert Ryle described the mysterious psychological entity that somehow haunts our merely physical brains.2 He called this entity “the ghost in the machine” and argued that it is only fictional. In my field of personality psychology, we have a different term for the ghost: we call it the “symbolic self.” The symbolic self refers to our sense of ourselves as self-aware agents living a story, playing our roles in the world, and deciding what to do and say next. The symbolic self likely arose after the invention of language, which required humans to evolve the cognitive capacity to create and inhabit a social character living among other characters. The symbolic self is indeed a fiction, just like the ghost in the machine; but it is also us—who we feel ourselves to be as we walk through the world making decisions and running our lives. As we’ll see, our symbolic selves are riding the very “top level” of our brain’s activity, supported by countless neuronal processes below. But we ghosts aren’t just helpless: we’re choosing where next to ride, affecting everything that happens down in the neurons.


Ryle traced the idea of the ghost in the machine as far back as René Descartes’s famous statement “Cogito ergo sum”: I think therefore I am. Back in 1637, this was Descartes’s way of establishing ground for philosophical inquiry amid radical doubt. Considering the possibility that reality, as he encountered it, was perhaps an illusion crafted by an evil demon (today, we might think of this as a kind of computer simulation), Descartes argued that one fact really is beyond all doubt: there must be a thinker first before there can be doubt about the reality of that thinker. There is a compelling logic to this idea, and I have a little sign hanging in my study that contains my own favorite version: “I doubt, therefore I might be” (ponder that!). Still, by privileging his own internal perspective as the one reliable truth, regardless of what his bodily senses were telling him, Descartes seemed to embrace dualism. Dualism is a theoretical perspective that cleaves the subjective mind from the physical body—hence Ryle’s ghost in the machine, in which mind (the ghost) is separate from the physical machine it inhabits.


Dualism remains a very controversial idea within philosophy, and it raises questions about whether the mind can exist without the body, whether there exists a metaphysical soul that somehow becomes joined with the physical body at birth, and whether that soul can somehow survive death or even reconnect with a Supreme Being. To all of these questions, I, like most other scientists, answer “probably not”—although there’s no way to know for sure. Nevertheless, I’ll argue that as symbolic selves we really do have a kind of dualistic separation from our bodies, and that this separation gives us great creative power and a huge degree of freedom to act. We’ll consider the nature of this fascinating dualism throughout this book as we consider how to embrace and nurture our inner ghosts and their choice-making capacities rather than discarding or disbelieving in them.


Christian List’s theory of free will offers a strong philosophical case for doing just this—for embracing our power of choice. But his theory is also incomplete, from the point of view of psychology. For one, it doesn’t tell us how the choice-making architecture actually works. When faced with a decision, how exactly do we call up various options, and then how do we decide between them? List’s theory is also silent about the broader context of decision-making. To what extent are we able to choose freely when we’re constrained by so many social pressures and other outside influences? Finally, his theory doesn’t address the question of wise choice—how can we know that we are choosing well?


These are all questions that my field of personality psychology is uniquely equipped to answer, and in my thirty-five-year research career I’ve collected and published data on all of them. My work focuses on the self-stated personal goals that people report—that is, the broad objectives they are pursuing in life, from what career they’ll try to enter and what values they’ll uphold to what exercise targets they’ll try to hit. My work also focuses on happiness and how we can achieve it.


What I’ve found is that setting new goals—and then achieving them—is one of the very best paths to happiness and well-being. At any moment, we can decide to adopt a new purpose, course, or aim, and these decisions can potentially change everything, leading to major improvements in our lives. Of course, not all of our goals are portentous and life changing. Nor are we always successful at achieving them. No matter: the point is that, moment to moment, we’re constantly selecting just one of the many possibilities in front of us, taking actions that divert the universe into a particular course that never would have happened otherwise. Making choices between imagined alternatives might even be the most profound capacity of human brains—the one that continually “collapses the wave function” of quantum indeterminacy, by launching our physical bodies in one direction or another.3


My research on the goals people set for themselves is a big part of my broader quest to understand what I call “optimal human being”: how we should live in order to maximize our potential for love, success, creativity, and fulfillment.4 In pursuing this quest, I’ve studied many interrelated questions in psychology, including the meaning of freedom, responsibility, and authenticity; how we form intentions, set goals, and develop values; how we can become more integrated and self-actualized individuals; and how all of this affects our personal happiness and sense of well-being. In doing so, I’ve drawn on approaches from many subdisciplines within psychology, including motivation psychology, positive psychology, personality psychology, social psychology, and decision psychology.


Although all of these disciplines explore somewhat different issues and use different methods, they are all interested in “optimal functioning.” Motivation psychology tries to help people get what they want, putting them more in charge of their own destinies. Positive psychology tries to advise people, via experimental research, about activities and practices that could help them grow in beneficial ways. Personality psychology tries to help people become more self-aware and improve the internal coordination of the many cognitive and emotional systems that make up a whole individual. Social psychology tries to tell people how to improve communication with others, how to persuade people to their views, and how to watch out for social pitfalls. Decision psychology tries to help people think more rationally about the choices in front of them, thereby improving the “utility” of their decisions.


Despite the wide variety of approaches among these disciplines, there is one assumption that they all hold in common: that humans are constantly making choices, for better or worse. We can’t help it—even waiting to choose, or not choosing at all, are choices. These fields also assume that people can learn to make better choices over time—by trying to gather more information, by attending mindfully to their inner states, by noticing and attempting to correct for their biases, by analyzing their strategic mistakes, and much more. When researchers in these fields succeed in their jobs, people gain new tools for improving their lives—and they are better able to take control of them.


This observation leads to a fascinating fact: that all major theories of personality development, from Sigmund Freud to Carl Jung to Abraham Maslow to most of my colleagues today, emphasize the importance of becoming more autonomous over time—of developing a stronger sense of being a choice-making agent, a stronger sense of being self-determined, a stronger sense of exercising free will. We’ll talk more about these theories later, but what this commonality shows is that the question of “whether we have free will” isn’t just a matter for the philosophy seminar room. It’s a profoundly personal issue that’s important for each of us as individuals—because a belief in our own capacity to make free choices, and to learn to make better choices over time, is necessary to become a fully functioning human being.


Why is autonomy—that is, the sense of acting freely—the primary driver of personal growth? In the simplest terms: because autonomy helps us, as symbolic selves, to run our lives better. Psychological autonomy helps us recognize what we really want, and then to go after it. But at the same time, it helps us to regulate and control ourselves, and even, when necessary, to get ourselves to do things we hate doing. Psychological autonomy helps us to communicate effectively with others, so that they will help and support us. But at the same time, it helps us to care about other people, because it helps us to recognize ourselves in them. In psychologist Roy Baumeister’s words, psychological autonomy helps people pursue their “enlightened self-interest” while at the same time adopting (and adapting to) the values and norms of the broader culture.5


It has become fashionable for some psychologists to downplay the role of the conscious self, describing it as powerless or clueless. They try to tell us that we’re just passive voices in our own heads, only commenting after the fact, with no real power to affect anything. Or that we’re easily manipulated and controlled by the social forces around us, in many cases without our awareness. Or that our pretensions to morality are just that—pretensions, easily punctured. Or that we suffer from an inflated sense of self-importance and are afflicted with countless self-serving biases.


These four statements are often true. But just as true is the premise of this book: that as symbolic selves we are “driving the car,” despite all our flaws and foibles. Human brain functioning is the most complex process in the known universe, and it’s the process that we, as symbolic selves, are orchestrating—we are deciding “on the fly”; we continually choose our own way forward despite sometimes grave levels of ignorance; and we do this in ways that no scientific theory, data, or statistical model could ever predict in advance, no matter how sophisticated. We need to educate and strengthen our symbolic selves, not undermine or banish them. They are all that we have.


If free will is real—and even inescapable—then why do we sometimes feel so unfree? That is, why do we so often feel pushed around by the stress of work, the press of relationships, the strain of discrimination, the mess of politics, and much more? Today, the world seems caught in an escalating psychological crisis: we don’t know what’s true anymore, we hate people of opposite political stripes, and our towns are burning or flooding as the climate heats up. Are all these problems due merely to our failure to believe that we’re free?


Of course not—obviously, these are objective problems, over which we (individually) have little or no control; and, just as obviously, we are entangled in many other such problems besides, both in our own lives and in the world at large. Nevertheless, we often fail to recognize how much choice we actually do have, despite all the problems. Thus we may dither and procrastinate, or fail to make decisions altogether. And as a result, we may fail to solve the problems—and fail to turn them into opportunities.


There are many reasons we may not take full advantage of our free will, reasons why we may settle for less than what is possible. Perhaps we have been used and abused by authorities in our lives who have convinced us that they, not we, are in charge. Perhaps our beliefs about ourselves or the world—or even a belief in determinism—block our view forward. Or maybe we live in crushing poverty, or we’re part of a minority, discriminated against by the majority. Maybe we live in a society plagued by corruption, strife, and disorder—an increasingly common circumstance in the world today.


But there’s another barrier to acting autonomously that shouldn’t escape us: sometimes, we may give up our free will on purpose. We try to avoid choosing, or we procrastinate. Or, like Tony, after missing the shot, we make excuses, to try to avoid accepting blame for our choices. In these cases, maybe our problem isn’t that we have too little freedom, but that we have too much—so much that it is scary. What if we choose wrongly, and get into trouble, or have regrets? Like Tony, we are held responsible for our choices (with some legal and medical exceptions), and those choices have the potential to cause suffering, for ourselves or others, or to elicit blame from others. And we might not be able to achieve our cherished goals, and end up feeling bitter disappointment.


Consider a new college student who feels daunted by the dozens of possible academic majors (or friends, or suitors) from which to choose—knowing that these choices may strongly influence the future course of her life. She also must make her selections with far too little knowledge of herself—she’s only eighteen. How can she know if she’ll still want to be a doctor when she’s forty, rather than a dentist, or a designer? Maybe it’s easier to just “fall in with the crowd,” and do what other people are doing. This cautious attitude makes a certain degree of sense. People are generally unaware of their own nonconscious motivations, and often bad at forecasting how they’ll feel about their choices (or non-choices) down the road. And they often must make decisions without knowing what obstacles and difficulties they will face en route to achieving their selected goals. Perhaps it is better not to have tried, than to have tried and failed.


Because of such dilemmas, people may try to “escape from freedom,” to borrow a phrase from the twentieth-century psychiatrist Erich Fromm, whose book by that title explored the psychosocial conditions that enabled the rise of Nazism. Chief among these was the fear of freedom, which contemporaneous existential philosophers singled out as perhaps the most important problem for human beings. The French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre wrote that we are radically free and “doomed to choose” (and to thereby define ourselves), whether we like it or not.6 Some people don’t like this very much at all, and so they look for something, anything, to feel determined by—including rigid and unbreakable routines, harsh authoritarian leaders, and perhaps theories that deny their free will. But again, even choosing not to choose is a choice, according to Sartre’s existential perspective. So is choosing not to believe in choice at all.


This book argues that we always have free will, at least in the sense that Christian List proposed: we’re free to conjure up multiple alternatives, choose one of them, and start moving. In a similar vein, Viktor Frankl, a Nazi prison camp survivor and psychiatrist, felt deeply that we always have the capacity to choose our response to circumstances, no matter how bad they are (and for Frankl, who barely survived his captivity, they were horrendous). In his book Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl wrote, “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”7


Yet even those of us who face more mundane challenges than Frankl’s may not yet be mature enough, brave enough, or insightful or strong enough to grasp this freedom. Thus the more complicated answer to the question of whether we have free will is that we’re only as free as we think we are. We can limit our own freedom by believing that we have no freedom—that we have no choice in what we do—and, as we’ll see, such beliefs tend to become self-fulfilling prophecies. But tendencies are not certainties: prophecies can fail, and pressures can be resisted. Frankl argued that, as we can’t avoid choosing, we might as well find the courage to choose what is important and meaningful. In this book, I’ll explore some ways that we can do just that.















CHAPTER 1



THE PROBLEMS WITH DETERMINISM


The philosopher and neuroscientist Sam Harris began his 2012 book Free Will (which really argues for hard determinism) with the story of a gruesome crime. In 2007, two men invaded the Connecticut home of William and Jennifer Petit and their two daughters. The men, both career criminals, had apparently broken into the house in order to rob it. But once in the house, the plan shifted. One of the men bludgeoned the father; the other raped and strangled the mother. They then set fire to the house, killing the two daughters.1 Harris tells this story in service of a radical (some might say disturbing) argument: the killers couldn’t have chosen otherwise than to kill the family whose house they invaded. Their behavior was fully determined, and hence would have been completely predictable in advance, given enough knowledge of their underlying history and conditions. Harris also made this striking statement: that if he (Harris) were swapped “atom for atom” with one of the killers, he also couldn’t have chosen otherwise—Harris would have been in the grip of the very same murderous compulsion.


At first glance this idea might seem plausible (except for the “swapping atoms” part). The killers were swept along in a chain of events that, in retrospect, seemed to lead inexorably to tragedy. Indeed, the men later described their actions in much this way. But does it really make sense to say the killers were always doomed to do what they did, and could not possibly have prevented themselves from doing it? This seems to imply predetermination—the doctrine that whatever happens was doomed to happen, since the beginning of time. This is an idea very few scientists endorse, because it requires believing that every future event, everywhere in the universe, was already set in stone at the very moment of the Big Bang fourteen billion years ago. We’ll critique this idea more carefully in the next chapter.


Seemingly more plausible is that at every moment, there are many possible things that could happen next—many degrees of freedom in how things turn out. The killers may not have had infinite choices after breaking into the house, but neither did they have just one. If that had been the case—if they really had no degrees of freedom, no ability to consider alternatives (as required in Christian List’s model of free will)—then they shouldn’t be held legally responsible for their actions. If objective evidence showed organic brain disease or severe mental illness, they would have to be acquitted by reason of insanity.


But Harris presented no evidence that either of the killers was unable to control himself, except for the awfulness of their crimes. Why not instead suppose that the killers had a choice, and made a bad one? Maybe they failed to suppress momentary impulses, failed to think through the likely future consequences of their actions, failed to keep in mind their initial intentions not to hurt anybody during the robbery—and before they knew it, things got out of hand. Next time, if they got another chance, maybe they could do better.


In the next section of this chapter I’ll evaluate some of the main assumptions of determinism, showing how implausible, and even hyperbolic, they are. They turn us all into brain-damaged killers!2 Because I am not a philosopher, I will not try to convey the countless subtleties of these long-running debates, about which hundreds of books and thousands of articles have already been written. Nor will I cover the dozens of specific positions on free will that different philosophers have staked out. That would take a whole book in itself. My goal here is only to provide an overall sense of the main scientific arguments for determinism while also providing a commonsense evaluation of those arguments. Maybe the starting assumptions of determinism can at least be questioned, even if they can’t be disproven. Establishing such doubt might give us more space in which to think about other possibilities. It would also suggest that people shouldn’t succumb to fatalism just yet.


Then, in the second part of the chapter, I’ll consider a practical problem with the doctrine of determinism—namely, that believing in it tends to make people less competent, less happy, and less moral. As we’ll see, experiments show that convincing people to believe in determinism negatively affects them in many ways. The results of these experiments provide yet more reason for doubt, and reason to pause, on the road to fatalism.
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According to Christian List, anti-free-will arguments take three basic forms. Here I follow his lead while focusing a bit more on the relevant psychology. I’ll call these arguments the “three horsemen” of determinism.


The first horseman is the reductionist (or materialist) perspective, which asserts that there is nothing but matter obeying physical laws. In this view, the only possible correct explanations for human behavior (ultimately) must be physical ones—not biological explanations, and certainly not mental or subjective explanations. Why am I typing this sentence right now? Because a kajillion atomic processes are making it happen. In principle, says the radical reductionist, we should always be able to “reduce” behavior to events taking place all the way down, at the atomic level, to our most basic building blocks. Only there will we find the true causes of our actions.


The reductionist argument is appealing, because it seems intuitively obvious that in reality, everything is built on physics. Of course all events are based on atomic processes, we might say, and are thus explainable by the laws that govern atomic processes. And of course this includes mental events, in which we might think (incorrectly) that “we” are the ones doing the thinking.


But there is an important implication of reductionism that shouldn’t go unexamined: that ultimately, the only science we need is physics. Thus, the entire field of biology might become irrelevant because all biological explanations could eventually be replaced by physical explanations. Similarly, the entire field of neuroscience might become irrelevant, because all neurological explanations could come down to biological and then physical explanations. Sam Harris, who is a neuroscientist, says that all of our choices (not just the killers’ choices) are determined by microlevel brain processes, emphasizing the biology, but Harris’s claim is vulnerable itself to being “reduced down” to even more basic and elementary processes at the molecular, atomic, and quantum levels, the domain of physicists, which might render his field of neuroscience irrelevant. A hard line physicist might say, “Sorry, Sam, brain processes are really nothing more than cellular processes, which are really nothing more than chemical and atomic processes—in the end, you’ll have to give up your perspective and join us physicists down here.”


In short, a serious problem for reductionism is that there is nowhere to stop before reaching the very bottom level of matter. Any science (or scientific explanation) that relies on anything besides atomic processes is doomed to become obsolete, in the end—they’re all just way stations on the road to something truer.


Yet the real truth is that when it comes to understanding and predicting complex human behavior, this sort of reductionism provides almost no useful information. Why? Because the basic building blocks of matter are so far away from the action. Here’s an illuminating analogy. In his 1987 book The Blind Watchmaker, Richard Dawkins wrote, “The behavior of a motorcar is explained in terms of cylinders, carburetors, and sparking plugs. It is true that each one of these components rests atop a pyramid of explanations at lower levels. But if you asked me how a motorcar worked you would think me somewhat pompous if I answered in terms of Newton’s laws and the laws of thermodynamics, and downright obscurantist if I answered in terms of fundamental particles.”3 In other words, to explain the workings of a motorcar, we wouldn’t usually resort to physics and chemistry. Instead, we would focus on the mechanical systems of the car—its internal combustion, its steering, its braking, and so on.


But notice that this is only a description of the car’s workings—how it does what it does. It still doesn’t tell us anything about where the car goes—its behavior. To understand that, it seems we need to look higher up, not lower down—to the intentions of the person driving the car. When I pull out onto Interstate 70 from my town of Columbia, Missouri, my car either goes left, toward Kansas City, or right, toward St. Louis—but my car’s path depends on where I want to go, not on anything about the car itself (as long as the car is running). It seems that mental events (that is, our intentions) might have effects that are somehow more than the microlevel physical events that constitute them.


We’ll consider this “something more” further in the next chapter. Fully evaluating the problems with reductionism will take additional work. For now, let’s turn to the second horseman of determinism.


The second major type of argument against free will comes from the doctrine of predetermination. It says that things couldn’t possibly have turned out differently than they did; the universe is a giant machine, clanking along toward an inevitable conclusion. This idea goes back at least to the French scientist Pierre Laplace, who in the late 1700s said that, given complete knowledge of the current configuration of the universe, scientists could perfectly predict every future event just by applying Isaac Newton’s laws of motion. And if everything is really predetermined, then we never have a choice about anything. You were always going to find yourself reading this sentence right now, just as I was always going to write it.


This is a hard argument to beat, certainly from a retrospective point of view. After all, it is always the case that only one sequence of events happened in the past. How could it possibly have been otherwise? My dad has said this many times.


But as scientists, we are in the business of predicting (knowing in advance), not post-dicting (explaining after the fact). Predicting complex human behavior is much more difficult, I assure you, than explaining it after the fact. It’s relatively easy to concoct a post hoc story about what happened and why. It’s much harder (and maybe even impossible) to predict what will happen before it happens. For example, if we wanted to predict whether a person was likely to get vaccinated for a particular illness, we might create a statistical model that took into account demographic information (age, location, and so on) and measurements of certain beliefs (trust in the health-care system and the like). Our model might predict that an older person in an urban area is more likely to get vaccinated than a younger person in the same urban area, or a rural older adult. But never does a model of this sort—even a very complex one that takes in all sorts of data—manage to predict human behavior with 100 percent accuracy. There are always exceptions, and often, scientists are lucky to get more than 50 percent accuracy—and that’s only if they include people’s measured intentions in the model. (Are they planning to get vaccinated, yes or no?) If individual behavior really was predetermined, you’d think that by now scientists would be better at predicting it in advance.


A determinist might argue that this is just a data problem. As our research methodologies and data analysis capabilities improve, we’ll get better and better at predicting in advance what will happen.


This is undeniably true—additional information always reduces prediction error. For example, if we take measurements of the other people in a person’s environment, in addition to taking measurements of the person, then we’ll be in a better position to predict whether that person will get vaccinated (and, not surprisingly, research shows people are less likely to get vaccinated if their families are against it). Still, I contend that much of the variation in what people do will never be predictable in advance, because the determination of the next moment often happens just at the cusp of the moment before it, as influenced by the newly ascertained set of possibilities called forth within a person’s mind at that moment of decision, as that person makes a subjective choice among those possibilities. Furthermore, our choices are always deeply entwined in the momentary situations in which we find ourselves—our situations are as unique as we are. But scientists are still far from being able to predict what precise situations people will encounter at every moment. How could people’s responses to situations be predicted in advance if we can’t even tell what their situations will be?


Another problem with the doctrine of predetermination, similar to reductionism’s problem that there is nowhere to stop before the bottom, is that there is nowhere to stop as one goes backward in time—the chain must ultimately be traced back to the conditions at the birth of the universe (presumably in a big bang). In other words, if every event is predetermined, then the causes that determined that event were also predetermined, and so on and so on, all the way back to the very beginning.


But surely no entity, scientific or deistic, could possibly have known, way back at the very first moment of our universe (if they somehow had a window seat), everything that would occur at every moment, everywhere in the universe, through all the billions of years of its existence. This would only make sense if our universe were an experiment with precise starting conditions that had been “run” many times before by some uber-powerful alien being—an experiment that always turned out exactly the same way. The Book of Genesis describes just such an experiment being run—although theologians disagree on whether God knows everything in advance. Maybe He didn’t know and was curious to find out what we would do. But it seems rather implausible that such godlike beings, and such experiments, could exist—and, in any case, they would be impossible to approach scientifically.


A more commonsense perspective, the one we live by, is that there are nearly infinite contingencies and degrees of freedom in this complex universe, and thus many different ways things could turn out. A random momentary event—a stray breeze, a chance remark, an odd coincidence—may kick off a chain of events leading to radically different outcomes than would have otherwise been expected. In chaos theory this is called “the butterfly effect,” in which the tiny flap of a butterfly’s wing in, say, South America may ultimately determine a major weather event in a distant location, such as North America.4


But maybe the idea of predetermination can handle this. A weaker version of the doctrine holds that random (and thus unpredictable) processes, in addition to lawfully regulated (thus predictable) processes, also affect what happens. This view admits that we may never be able to predict everything in advance, but says it is only because there is some randomness in the system—not because intentional agents (such as ourselves) intervene or make choices that have effects. According to this view, to the extent that humans behave unpredictably, it is only because they act randomly—not because they act purposefully.


But, possibly, neither predetermination nor random determination can adequately describe what is actually happening in human lives. We don’t choose the situations in which we find ourselves (though our predecessor selves often had influence on those situations, via our prior decisions), nor do we choose to have the perceptions we have of the situations, nor do we directly produce the list of possible behavioral responses that we call forth from our nonconscious minds. In the determinist perspective, all of these facts are said to nullify the possibility of free will—only omniscient (all-knowing) free will counts.


But maybe our merely finite self-knowledge doesn’t matter; maybe what matters is that we, as “selves of the moment,” take what we find (as Tony did with three seconds left in the game), and then decide what we want to do next (“I’ll shoot!” versus “I’ll pass”). We impose our purposes upon the world. In Christian List’s terminology, we have the perhaps inalienable capacity, at every moment, to consider alternatives, form intentions, and take action. From this perspective, we’re neither predetermined nor random—instead, we’re biased, in favor of our wants, needs, and desires, as best as we can perceive these, at the moment of decision.


It’s true that we may not be able to perceive our own needs and wants clearly and may not know what to choose. But this seems to turn the problem of free will into a different problem: of how to use free will wisely. And perhaps we can answer this question with science.


The third horseman of determinism is epiphenomenalism. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, an epiphenomenon is “a secondary effect or byproduct that arises from but does not causally influence a process.” That is, it is a mere side effect, like the noise produced by a vacuum cleaner, or the smoke produced by a fire. Noise and smoke don’t cause the events that create them; they are just symptoms of those events. In the epiphenomenal view, our experiences are always mere symptoms of prior causes; they are never causes themselves. They’re dead ends in the chain.
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