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PREFACE

How long have I been working on this book? As I was doing the final editing, several people asked me and I didn’t know how to answer: five years or thirty years? Thirty years is closer to the truth, I think, since it was roughly that long ago that I began thinking in earnest about the topics, reading the relevant literature, drafting arguments, making lists of further books and articles to read, plotting strategy and structure, and engaging in debate and discussion. From the thirty-year bird’s-eye view, my 1984 book, Elbow Room: The Varieties of Free Will Worth Wanting, counts as a pilot project. It relied heavily on a simple ten-page sketch of the evolution of consciousness (pp. 34–43) accompanied by two promissory notes: Owed to the skeptical reader were properly detailed accounts of both consciousness and evolution. It took me a dozen years to keep those promises, in Consciousness Explained (Dennett 1991A) and Darwin’s Dangerous Idea (Dennett 1995). During that time I continued to notice instances of the pattern that had inspired and shaped Elbow Room: the hidden agenda that tends to distort theorizing in all the social sciences and life sciences. People working in quite different fields with different methodologies and research agendas nevertheless often shared a veiled antipathy, trying to keep their distance from the implications of two ideas: Our minds are just what our brains non-miraculously do, and the talents of our brains had to evolve like every other marvel of nature. Their effort to keep this vision at bay was bogging down their thinking, lending spurious allure to dubious brands of absolutism and encouraging them to see small, bridgeable gaps as yawning chasms. The aim of this book is to expose the misbegotten defensive edifices people have constructed in response to this fear, dismantle them, and replace them with better foundations for the things we hold dear.

In 2001, the home stretch, I had superb help, both institutional and personal. My academic home all these years, Tufts University, gave me a sabbatical semester. Once again the Rockefeller Foundation’s Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio provided the perfect setting for writing, and first drafts of half the chapters emerged from an intense month of work, illuminated by discussions and suggestions from the other residents, especially Sheldon Siegel, Bernard Gross, Rita Charon, Frank Levy, Evelyn Fox Keller, Julie Barmazel, Mary Childers, and Gerald Postema. Then Sandro Nannini and his students and colleagues at the University of Siena provided a vigorous and knowledgeable audience for the debut of some of the book’s central arguments.

In April I took up residence as Leverhulme Visiting Professor at the London School of Economics, where I presented the first seven chapters as weekly public lectures followed by seminars the next day, supplemented by many informal discussions both at LSE and on several visits to Oxford. John Worrall, Nick Humphrey, Richard Dawkins, John Maynard Smith, Matteo Mameli, Nicholas Maxwell, Oliver Curry, Helena Cronin, K. M. Dowding, Susan Blackmore, Antti Saaristo, Janne Mantykoski, Valerie Porter, Isabel Gois, and Katrina Sifferd all provided valuable reactions, rebuttals, refinements, and suggestions.

To Christopher Taylor I owe much of the perspective-shifting thinking that is incorporated in our jointly authored paper and featured in Chapter 3, as well as many penetrating suggestions on the drafts of other chapters. To David Benedictus, an extraordinary writer and friend for even more than thirty years, I owe thanks for a different kind of perspective-shifting that eventually led to the book’s title. Robert Kane and Daniel Wegner, whose books get criticized here (constructively, I hope!), were very generous with their comments on my treatment of their brainchildren. Other friends and colleagues who have read large portions of various drafts and provided advice both editorial and substantive are, in alphabetical order, Andrew Brook, Michael Cappucci, Tom Clark, Mary Coleman, Bo Dahlbom, Gary Drescher, Paulina Essunger, Marc Hauser, Erin Kelly, Kathrin Koslicki, Paul Oppenheim, Will Provine, Peter Reid, Don Ross, Scott Sehon, Mitch Silver, Elliott Sober, Matthew Stuart, Peter Suber, Jackie Taylor, and Steve White.

I was able to continue my tradition of playing Tom Sawyer and the whitewashed fence with the penultimate draft of this book, which was intelligently swarmed over and taken to pieces by a large and opinionated horde of students and auditors, undergraduate and graduate, in my fall seminar. James Arinello, David Baptista, Matt Bedoukian, Lindsay Beyerstein, Cinnamon Bidwell, Robert Briscoe, Hector Canseco, Russell Capone, Regina Chouza, Ashley de Marchena, Janelle DeWitt, Jason Disterhoft, Jennifer Durette, Gabrielle Jackson, Ann J. Johnson, Sarah Jurgensen, Tomasz Kozyra, Marcy Latta, Ryan Long, Gabriel Love, Carey Morewedge, Brett Mulder, Cathy Muller, Sebastian S. Reeve, Daniel Rosenberg, Amber Ross, George A. Samuel, Derek Sanger, Shorena Shaverdashvili, Mark Shwayder, Andrew Silver, Naomi Sleeper, Sara Smollett, Rodrigo Vanegas, Nick Wakeman, Jason Walker, and Robert Woo all provided comments, leading to dozens of improvements. The errors and shortcomings that remain are not their fault; they did their best to set me straight.

I am grateful to Craig Garcia and Durwood Marshall for the original figures; to Teresa Salvato and Gabriel Love in the Center for Cognitive Studies for uncounted library runs and clerical help with the preparation of the many drafts of the manuscript; and to the Collegium Budapest, which provided an intellectually stimulating and gracious home away from home during the final copyediting and revisions.

Last, and most important, once again, thanks and love to my wife, Susan, for more than forty years of advice, love, and support.

DANIEL DENNETT

JUNE 20, 2002
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NATURAL FREEDOM


One widespread tradition has it that we human beings are responsible agents, captains of our fate, because what we really are are souls, immaterial and immortal clumps of Godstuff that inhabit and control our material bodies rather like spectral puppeteers. It is our souls that are the source of all meaning, and the locus of all our suffering, our joy, our glory and shame. But this idea of immaterial souls, capable of defying the laws of physics, has outlived its credibility thanks to the advance of the natural sciences. Many people think the implications of this are dreadful: We don’t really have “free will” and nothing really matters. The aim of this book is to show why they are wrong.

Learning What We Are


Sì, abbiamo un anima. Ma è fatta di tanti piccoli robot.

Yes, we have a soul. But it’s made of lots of tiny robots.
—Giulio Giorelli
We don’t have to have immaterial souls of the old-fashioned sort in order to live up to our hopes; our aspirations as moral beings whose acts and lives matter do not depend at all on our having minds that obey a different physics from the rest of nature. The self-understanding we can gain from science can help us put our moral lives on a new and better foundation, and once we understand what our freedom consists in, we will be much better prepared to protect it against the genuine threats that are so regularly misidentified.

A student of mine who went into the Peace Corps to avoid serving in the Vietnam War later told me about his efforts on behalf of a tribe living deep in the Brazilian forest. I asked him if he had been required to tell them about the conflict between the USA and the USSR. Not at all, he replied. There would have been no point in it. They had never heard of either America or the Soviet Union. In fact, they had never even heard of Brazil! It was still possible in the 1960s for a human being to live in a nation, and be subject to its laws, without the slightest knowledge of that fact. If we find this astonishing, it is because we human beings, unlike all other species on the planet, are knowers. We are the only ones who have figured out what we are, and where we are, in this great universe. And we’re even beginning to figure out how we got here.

These quite recent discoveries about who we are and how we got here are unnerving, to say the least. What you are is an assemblage of roughly a hundred trillion cells, of thousands of different sorts. The bulk of these cells are “daughters” of the egg cell and sperm cell whose union started you, but they are actually outnumbered by the trillions of bacterial hitchhikers from thousands of different lineages stowed away in your body (Hooper et al. 1998). Each of your host cells is a mindless mechanism, a largely autonomous micro-robot. It is no more conscious than your bacterial guests are. Not a single one of the cells that compose you knows who you are, or cares.

Each trillion-robot team is gathered together in a breathtakingly efficient regime that has no dictator but manages to keep itself organized to repel outsiders, banish the weak, enforce iron rules of discipline—and serve as the headquarters of one conscious self, one mind. These communities of cells are fascistic in the extreme, but your interests and values have little or nothing to do with the limited goals of the cells that compose you—fortunately. Some people are gentle and generous, others are ruthless; some are pornographers and others devote their lives to the service of God. It has been tempting over the ages to imagine that these striking differences must be due to the special features of some extra thing (a soul) installed somehow in the bodily headquarters. We now know that tempting as this idea still is, it is not supported in the slightest by anything we have learned about our biology in general and our brains in particular. The more we learn about how we have evolved, and how our brains work, the more certain we are becoming that there is no such extra ingredient. We are each made of mindless robots and nothing else, no non-physical, non-robotic ingredients at all. The differences among people are all due to the way their particular robotic teams are put together, over a lifetime of growth and experience. The difference between speaking French and speaking Chinese is a difference in the organization of the working parts, and so are all the other differences of knowledge and personality.

Since I am conscious and you are conscious, we must have conscious selves that are somehow composed of these strange little parts. How can this be? To see how such an extraordinary composition job could be accomplished, we need to look at the history of the design processes that did all the work, the evolution of human consciousness. We also need to see how these souls made of cellular robots actually do endow us with the important powers and resultant obligations that traditional immaterial souls were supposed to endow us with (by unspecified magic). Trading in a supernatural soul for a natural soul—is this a good bargain? What do we give up and what do we gain? People jump to fearful conclusions about this that are hugely mistaken. I propose to prove this by tracing the growth of freedom on our planet from its earliest beginnings at the dawn of life. What kinds of freedom? Different kinds will emerge as the story unfolds.

Four and a half billion years ago, the planet Earth was formed, and it was utterly without life. And so it stayed for perhaps half a billion years, until the first simple life-forms emerged, and then for the next three billion years or so, the planet’s oceans teemed with life, but it was all blind and deaf. Simple cells multiplied, engulfing each other, exploiting each other in a thousand ways, but oblivious to the world beyond their membranes. Then finally much larger, more complex cells evolved—eukaryotes—still clueless and robotic, but with enough internal machinery to begin to specialize. So it continued for a few hundred million more years, the time it took for the algorithms of evolution to stumble upon good ways for these cells and their daughters and granddaughters to band together into multicellular organisms composed of millions, billions, and (eventually) trillions of cells, each doing its particular mechanical routine, but now yoked into specialized service, as part of an eye or an ear or a lung or a kidney. These organisms (not the individual team members composing them) had become long-distance knowers, able to spy supper trying to appear inconspicuous in the middle distance, able to hear danger threatening from afar. But still, even these whole organisms knew not what they were. Their instincts guaranteed that they tried to mate with the right sorts, and flock with the right sorts, but just as those Brazilians didn’t know they were Brazilians, no bison has ever known it’s a bison.1

In just one species, our species, a new trick evolved: language. It has provided us a broad highway of knowledge-sharing, on every topic. Conversation unites us, in spite of our different languages. We can all know quite a lot about what it is like to be a Vietnamese fisherman or a Bulgarian taxi driver, an eighty-year-old nun or a five-year-old boy blind from birth, a chess master or a prostitute. No matter how different from one another we people are, scattered around the globe, we can explore our differences and communicate about them. No matter how similar to one another bison are, standing shoulder to shoulder in a herd, they cannot know much of anything about their similarities, let alone their differences, because they can’t compare notes. They can have similar experiences, side by side, but they really can’t share experiences the way we do.

Even in our species, it has taken thousands of years of communication for us to begin to find the keys to our own identities. It has been only a few hundred years that we’ve known that we are mammals, and only a few decades that we’ve understood in considerable detail how we have evolved, along with all other living things, from those simple beginnings. We are outnumbered on this planet by our distant cousins, the ants, and outweighed by yet more distant relatives, the bacteria. Though we are in the minority, our capacity for long-distance knowledge gives us powers that dwarf the powers of all the rest of the life on the planet. Now, for the first time in its billions of years of history, our planet is protected by far-seeing sentinels, able to anticipate danger from the distant future—a comet on a collision course, or global warming—and devise schemes for doing something about it. The planet has finally grown its own nervous system: us.

We may not be up to the job. We may destroy the planet instead of saving it, largely because we are such free-thinking, creative, unruly explorers and adventurers, so unlike the trillions of slavish workers that compose us. Brains are for anticipating the future, so that timely steps can be taken in better directions, but even the smartest of beasts have very limited time horizons, and little if any ability to imagine alternative worlds. We human beings, in contrast, have discovered the mixed blessing of being able to think even about our own deaths and beyond. A huge portion of our energy expenditure over the last ten thousand years has been devoted to assuaging the concerns provoked by this unsettling new vista that we alone have.

If you burn more calories than you take in, you soon die. If you find some tricks that provide you a surplus of calories, what might you spend them on? You might devote person-centuries of labor to building temples and tombs and sacrificial pyres on which you destroy some of your most precious possessions—and even some of your very own children. Why on earth would you want to do that? These strange and awful expenditures give us clues about some of the hidden costs of our heightened powers of imagination. We did not come by our knowledge painlessly.

Now what will we do with our knowledge? The birth pangs of our discoveries have not subsided. Many are afraid that learning too much about what we are—trading in mystery for mechanisms—will impoverish our vision of human possibility. This fear is understandable, but if we really were in danger of learning too much, wouldn’t those on the cutting edge be showing signs of discomfort? Look around at those who are participating in this quest for further scientific knowledge and eagerly digesting the new discoveries; they are manifestly not short on optimism, moral conviction, engagement in life, commitment to society. In fact, if you want to find anxiety, despair, and anomie among intellectuals today, look to the recently fashionable tribe of postmodernists, who like to claim that modern science is just another in a long line of myths, its institutions and expensive apparatus just the rituals and accoutrements of yet another religion. That intelligent people can take this seriously is a testimony to the power that fearful thinking still has, in spite of our advances in self-knowledge. The postmodernists are right that science is just one of the things we might want to spend our extra calories on. The fact that science has been a major source of the efficiencies that created those extra calories does not entitle it to any particular share of the wealth it has created. But it should still be obvious that the innovations of science—not just its microscopes and telescopes and computers, but its commitment to reason and evidence—are the new sense organs of our species, enabling us to answer questions, solve mysteries, and anticipate the future in ways no earlier human institutions can approach.

The more we learn about what we are, the more options we will discern about what to try to become. Americans have long honored the “self-made man,” but now that we are actually learning enough to be able to remake ourselves into something new, many flinch. Many would apparently rather bumble around with their eyes closed, trusting in tradition, than look around to see what’s about to happen. Yes, it is unnerving; yes, it can be scary. After all, there are entirely new mistakes we are now empowered to make for the first time. But it’s the beginning of a great new adventure for our knowing species. And it’s much more exciting, as well as safer, if we open our eyes.


I Am Who I Am

I read in the newspaper recently about a young father who forgot to drop off his infant daughter at the day-care center on his way to work. She spent the day locked in his car in a hot parking lot, and in the evening on his way home when he stopped at the day-care center to pick her up, he was told, “You didn’t drop her off today.” He rushed out to his car to find her still strapped into her little car seat in the back, dead. If you can bear it, put yourself in this man’s shoes. When I do, I shudder; my heart aches at the thought of the unspeakable shame, the self-loathing, the regret beyond regret that this man must now be suffering. And as one who is notoriously absentminded, who readily gets lost in his own thoughts, I find it even more unsettling to ask myself: Could I ever do anything like that? Could I be that negligent with the life of a child in my care? I replay the scene with many variations, imagining distractions—a fire engine racing by just as I am about to turn off to the day-care center, something on the radio reminding me of a problem I have to solve that day, and later, in the parking lot, a friend asking me for help as I get out of my car, or perhaps I drop some papers on the ground and have to pick them up. Could a series of such distractors pile up and bury my overriding project of getting my daughter safely to day care? Could I be so unlucky as to blunder into a situation where events conspired to bring out the very worst in me, exposing my weakness, and leading me down this despicable path? I am so thankful that nothing like this has yet confronted me, because I do not know that there are no circumstances in which I could do what this man did. Such things happen all the time. I know nothing more about this young father. It is conceivable that he is a callous and irresponsible human being, a villain who deserves to be despised by us all. But it is also conceivable that he’s basically a good person, a victim of cosmic bad luck. And, of course, the better person he is, the greater his remorse must now be. He must wonder if there is any honorable way to go on living. “I’m the guy who forgot his baby daughter and let her bake to death in his locked car. That’s who I am.”

Each of us is who he is, warts and all. I can’t be a champion golfer or a concert pianist or a quantum physicist. I can live with that. That’s part of who I am. Can I break 90 on the golf course, or ever play that Bach fugue through from beginning to end without any mistakes? I can try, it seems, but if I never succeed, will it have been the case that I never could have succeeded, not really? “Be all that you can be!”—a thrilling recruiting slogan for the U.S. Army, but does it conceal a mocking tautology? Aren’t we all, automatically, all that we can be? “Hey, I’m an undisciplined, ill-educated, overweight couch potato who apparently doesn’t have the gumption to join the army. I already am all that I can be! I am who I am.” Is this fellow deluding himself out of a better life, or has he seen to the heart of the matter? Is there a legitimate sense in which although I really and truly can’t be a champion golfer, I really and truly can break 90? Can any of us ever do anything other than what we end up doing? If not, what’s the point of trying? Indeed, what’s the point of anything?

What we want to be true, one way or another, is that there is a point. And for several millennia we’ve struggled with a family of arguments that imply that there may not be any point, because if the world is the way science tells us the world is, there is no room for our strivings and yearnings. The ancient Greek atomists had no sooner dreamed up the brilliant idea that the world was composed of myriad tiny particles bouncing off each other than they hit upon the corollary that in that case, every event, including our every heartbeat, fib, and private self-admonition, unfolds according to laws of nature that determine what happens next down to the finest details and thus provide no options, no real choice points, no opportunities for things to be one way rather than another. If determinism is true, although there may well seem to be a point, this is an illusion. Indeed, we may well be determined to go on thinking that there is a point, but if so, we will be wrong. So it has often seemed. Naturally this has fueled the hope that the laws of nature are not deterministic after all. The first attempt to soften the blow of atomism was by Epicurus and his followers, who proposed that a random swerve in the trajectories of some of those atoms might provide the elbow room for free choice, but since wishful thinking was their only grounds for postulating this random swerve, it was met from the outset with deserved skepticism. But don’t give up hope. Quantum physics to the rescue! When we learn that down in the strange world of subatomic physics, different rules apply, indeterministic rules, this quite appropriately gives rise to a new quest: showing how we can harness this quantum indeterminism to open up a model of a human being as a striver with genuine opportunities, capable of making truly free decisions.

This is such a perennially attractive option that it needs to be given careful, sympathetic review, and in Chapter 4 it will get one, but I will argue, as many before me have argued, that it just won’t work. As William James put it almost a century ago,


If a “free” act be a sheer novelty, that comes not from me, the previous me, but ex nihilo, and simply tacks itself on to me, how can I, the previous I, be responsible? How can I have any permanent character that will stand still long enough for praise or blame to be awarded? (James 1907, p. 53)


How indeed? I advise my students to be on the lookout for rhetorical questions, which typically mark the weakest link in any defense. A rhetorical question implies a reductio ad absurdum argument too obvious to need spelling out, the perfect hiding place for an unexamined assumption that might better be explicitly denied. One can often embarrass the asker of a rhetorical question by simply trying to answer it: “I’ll show you how!” We will consider just such an attempt in Chapter 4, and we will see that James’s challenge can in fact be met in most regards. He overstates the case in several ways when he concludes: “The chaplet of my days tumbles into a case of disconnected beads as soon as the thread of inner necessity is drawn out by the preposterous indeterminist doctrine.” Indeterminism is not preposterous, but it is also no help to those who crave free will, and our examination will reveal some surprises about how our imaginations have been deflected in the search for a solution to the problem of free will.


The Air We Breathe

People are surprisingly good at distracting themselves from ominous prospects, and nowhere have they done a better job of diverting their attention from the real problem than on the issue of free will. The classical problem of free will, defined and endorsed by centuries of work by philosophers, theologians, and scientists, asks whether the world is so constituted as to permit us to make genuinely free, responsible decisions. The answer depends, it has always seemed, on basic, eternal facts—the fundamental laws of physics (whatever they turn out to be) and definitional truths about the nature of matter, time, and causation, and equally fundamental definitional truths about the nature of our minds, such as the fact that a stone or a sunflower couldn’t possibly have free will—only something with a mind is even a candidate for this blessing, whatever it is. I will try to show that this traditional problem of free will is, in spite of its pedigree, a distractor, a puzzle of no real importance that draws our attention away from some neighboring concerns that truly matter, that ought to keep us awake nights worrying. These concerns typically get set aside as empirical complications that muddy the metaphysical water, but I want to resist that deflection and promote these tangential issues into the main topic. The genuine threat, the submerged source of the anxiety that makes the free will topic such a perennial riveter of attention in philosophy courses, arises from a set of facts about the human situation that are empirical, and even, in one sense, political: They are sensitive to human attitude. It really makes a difference what we think about them.

We live our lives against a background of facts, some of them variable and some of them rock solid. Some of the stability comes from fundamental physical facts: The law of gravity will never let us down (it will always pull us down, so long as we stay on Earth), and we can rely on the speed of light staying constant in all our endeavors.2 Some of the stability comes from even more fundamental, metaphysical facts: 2 + 2 will always add up to 4, the Pythagorean theorem will hold, and if A = B, whatever is true of A is true of B and vice versa. The idea that we have free will is another background condition for our whole way of thinking about our lives. We count on it; we count on people “having free will” the same way we count on them falling when pushed off cliffs and needing food and water to live, but it is neither a metaphysical background condition nor a fundamental physical condition. Free will is like the air we breathe, and it is present almost everywhere we want to go, but it is not only not eternal, it evolved, and is still evolving. The atmosphere of our planet evolved over hundreds of millions of years as a product of the activities of simple early life-forms, and it continues to evolve today in response to the activities of the billions of more complex life-forms it made possible. The atmosphere of free will is another sort of environment. It is the enveloping, enabling, life-shaping, conceptual atmosphere of intentional action, planning and hoping and promising—and blaming, resenting, punishing, and honoring. We all grow up in this conceptual atmosphere, and we learn to conduct our lives in the terms it provides. It appears to be a stable and ahistorical construct, as eternal and unchanging as arithmetic, but it is not. It evolved as a recent product of human interactions, and some of the sorts of human activity it first made possible on this planet may also threaten to disrupt its future stability, or even hasten its demise. Our planet’s atmosphere is not guaranteed to last forever, and neither is our free will.

We are already taking steps to prevent the deterioration of the air we breathe. They may be too little too late. We can imagine devising technological innovations (giant air-conditioning domes, terra-lungs?) that would permit us to live on without the natural atmosphere. Life would be very different, and very difficult, but it might still be life worth living. What happens, though, when we try to imagine living in a world without the atmosphere of free will? It might be life, but would it be us? Would life be worth living if we lost our belief in our own capacity to make free, responsible decisions? And is the ubiquitous atmosphere of free will in which we live and act not a fact at all, but just a facade of some sort, a mass hallucination?

There are those who say that free will has always been an illusion, a pre-scientific dream from which we are now awakening. We’ve never really had free will, and never could have had it. Thinking we’ve had free will has been, at best, a life-shaping and even life-enhancing ideology, but we can learn to live without it. Some people claim already to have done so, but what they mean by this is not clear. Some of them insist that although free will is an illusion, this discovery has no significant bearing on how they think about their lives, their hopes and plans and fears, but they do not bother elaborating on this curious separation of issues. Others excuse the vestiges of the creed that persist in their ways of speaking and thinking as largely harmless habits they haven’t bothered to outgrow, or as diplomatic concessions to the traditional manners of the less advanced thinkers around them. They go along with the crowd, accepting “responsibility” for “decisions” that were not really free, blaming and praising others while keeping their fingers crossed, knowing that deep down, nobody ever deserves anything because everything that happens just spins out of the vast network of mindless causes that prevents anything from meaning anything, in the final analysis.

Are these self-styled dis-illusioned ones making a big mistake? Are they discarding a precious perspective for no good reason, dazzled by a misreading of science into accepting a diminished self-image? And does it matter one way or the other? It is tempting to dismiss the question of free will as just another philosophers’ puzzle, an artificial stumper created by a conspiracy of ingenious definitions. Do you have free will? “Well,” says the philosopher, lighting his pipe, “it all depends on what you mean by free will; now, on the one hand, if you adopt a compatibilist definition of free will, then…” (and we’re off to the races). To see that the stakes are higher, that the issues really do matter, it helps to make them personal. Reflect, then, on your adult life and pick a truly bad moment, as bad a moment as you can bear to contemplate in suffocating detail. (Or, if that is too painful, just try putting yourself for a moment in the young father’s shoes.) So fix the terrible act in your mind; you did it. If only you hadn’t done it!

Now, so what? In the larger scheme of things, what is the meaning of your regret? Does it count for anything, or is it just a sort of involuntary hiccup, a meaningless spasm provoked by a meaningless world? Do we live in a universe in which striving and hoping, regretting, blaming, promising, trying to do better, condemning and praising make sense? Or are they all part of a vast illusion, honored by tradition but overdue for exposure?

Some people—you may be one—may be momentarily comforted to conclude that they don’t have free will, and that none of it matters, neither the shameful violations nor the glorious triumphs; it’s all just the unwinding of pointless clockwork. This may seem to them like a great relief at first, but then they may reflect, with irritation, that they nevertheless cannot help caring, cannot keep themselves from worrying, striving, hoping—and then go on to reflect that moreover they can’t help being irritated by their incessant desire to care, and so forth, a downward spiral into the motivational equivalent of the Heat Death of the universe: Nothing moves, nothing matters, nothing.

Other people—you may be one—are sure they have free will. They don’t just strive; they embrace their own strivings, defying their so-called fate. They envision possibilities, trying to make the most of golden opportunities and thrilling in narrow escapes from disaster. They take themselves to be in charge of their own lives and responsible for their own deeds.

There might, it seems, be two kinds of people: those who believe that they don’t have free will (even if they can’t help acting most of the time as if they believed they did), and those who believe they do have free will (even if this is an illusion). Which group are you in? Which group is better off, happier? But, finally, which group is right? Are those in the first group the undeluded ones, seeing through the grand illusion at least in their reflective moments? Or are they the ones who are missing the point, victimized by some cognitive illusions that tempt them to turn their backs on the truth, disabling themselves by discarding the very idea that gives life its meaning? (Too bad, but maybe they can’t help it. Maybe they are determined by their past, their genes, their upbringing, their education, to reject the idea of free will! As the comedian Emo Phillips has quipped: “I’m not a fatalist, but even if I were, what could I do about it?”)

This raises what may be yet another possibility. Perhaps there are two kinds of normal people (setting aside those who are truly disabled and could not possibly have free will because they are comatose or demented): There are those who don’t believe in free will and thereby don’t have free will, and there are those who do believe in free will and thereby actually have free will. Might something like “the power of positive thinking” actually be great enough to make the crucial difference? This might not give much solace, since it could still be, it seems, that it’s just the luck of the draw which group you’re in, for better or for worse. Might you switch groups? Might you want to? It is fiendishly hard to keep this curious aspect of free will in focus. If it is a brute metaphysical fact that people do (or don’t) have free will, then this cannot be influenced by “majority rule” or anything of that kind, and your only option (option?—do we really have options?) is whether or not you want to know whatever the metaphysical truth is. But people often talk and write as if they were, in effect, campaigning for the belief in free will, as if free will (not just the belief in free will) were a political condition that might be under threat, might spread or go extinct as a result of what people came to believe. Is free will like democracy, perhaps? What is the relation between political freedom and (metaphysical, for want of a better word) free will?

In the rest of the book, my task will be to bring this churning of perspectives to a halt and provide a unified, stable, empirically well-grounded, coherent view of human free will, and you already know the conclusion I will reach: Free will is real, but it is not a preexisting feature of our existence, like the law of gravity. It is also not what tradition declares it to be: a God-like power to exempt oneself from the causal fabric of the physical world. It is an evolved creation of human activity and beliefs, and it is just as real as such other human creations as music and money. And even more valuable. From this evolutionary perspective, the traditional problem of free will can be broken into some rather unusual fragments, each of some value in illuminating the serious problems of free will, but we can undertake this reexamination only after we have corrected the misdirection implicit in their traditional settings.


Dumbo’s Magic Feather and the Peril of Paulina

In Walt Disney’s classic animated film Dumbo, about the little elephant who learns to spread his giant ears and fly, there is a pivotal scene in which a dubious—indeed terrified—Dumbo is being cajoled by his friends, the crows, to leap off a cliff into the air, proving to himself that he can fly. One of the crows has a bright idea. When Dumbo isn’t looking he plucks a tail feather from one of his kind and then ceremonially hands it to Dumbo, announcing that it is a magic feather: So long as Dumbo clutches it in his trunk, he can fly! The scene is presented with masterful economy. No explanation is provided, since even small children get the point without being told: The feather isn’t really magic; it’s a prosthetic device, a belief-crutch of sorts that will get Dumbo off the ground by the power of positive thinking. Now imagine a variation on that scene. Imagine that one of the other crows, a village skeptic who is smart enough to see what trick is being played but not smart enough to see its virtue, starts trying to inform Dumbo of the truth as he perches on the cliff edge, feather held tightly. “Stop that crow!” the children would shriek. Stifle that smarty-pants, quick, before he ruins it for Dumbo!

In the eyes of some, I am that crow. Look out, they warn. This person is up to some serious mischief, however well intentioned. He insists on talking about topics that are better left unexplored. “Shhh! You’ll break the spell.” This admonition is not just for fairy tales; it is sometimes quite appropriate in real life. A fact-laden disquisition on the biomechanics of sexual arousal and erection is not a good topic during foreplay, and reflections on the social utility of ceremony and costume are unwelcome in a funeral oration or wedding toast. There are times when we are wise to divert our attention from scientific detail, when ignorance is indeed bliss. Is this another such case?

Dumbo’s flying just happens to depend on Dumbo’s believing he can fly. This isn’t a necessary truth; if Dumbo were a bird (or just a more self-confident elephant!), his talent wouldn’t be so fragile, but being who he is, he needs all the moral support he can get, and our scientific curiosity shouldn’t be allowed to interfere with his delicate state of mind. Is free will like that? Isn’t it at least probable that having free will depends on believing you have free will? And if it is even probable, shouldn’t we avoid expressing doctrines that might rightly or wrongly undermine that belief? If we can’t go along with the gag, aren’t we at least obliged to button our lips or change the topic of conversation? Certainly there are those who think so.

In the many years that I have been working on this problem, I’ve come to recognize a pattern. My fundamental perspective is naturalism, the idea that philosophical investigations are not superior to, or prior to, investigations in the natural sciences, but in partnership with those truth-seeking enterprises, and that the proper job for philosophers here is to clarify and unify the often warring perspectives into a single vision of the universe. That means welcoming the bounty of well-won scientific discoveries and theories as raw material for philosophical theorizing, so that informed, constructive criticism of both science and philosophy is possible. As I present the fruits of my naturalism, my materialist theory of consciousness (e.g., in Consciousness Explained, 1991A), and my account of the mindless, purposeless Darwinian algorithms that created the biosphere and all its derivative products—both our brains and our brainchildren—(e.g., in Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, 1995), I encounter pockets of uneasiness, a prevailing wind of disapproval or anxiety quite distinct from mere skepticism. Usually this discomfort is muffled, like a faint rumble of distant thunder, a matter of wishful thinking almost subliminally distorting the agenda. Often, after the interlocutors have exhausted their supply of objections, someone will expose the hidden agenda that has been driving their skepticism: “That’s all very well, but then what about free will? Doesn’t your view destroy the prospect for free will?” This is always a welcome response, since it supports my conviction that concern about free will is the driving force behind most of the resistance to materialism generally and neo-Darwinism in particular. Tom Wolfe, who is tuned into the zeitgeist as well as anybody, has captured this motif in a piece with the suitably frantic title “Sorry, but Your Soul Just Died.” It is about the rise of what he somewhat confusedly labels “neuroscience,” whose chief ideologue he identifies as E. O. Wilson (who is, of course, not a neuroscientist at all, but an entomologist and sociobiologist), along with his henchmen, Richard Dawkins and me. Wolfe thinks he sees the handwriting on the wall:


Since consciousness and thought are entirely physical products of your brain and nervous system—and since your brain arrived fully imprinted at birth—what makes you think you have free will? Where is it going to come from? (Wolfe 2000, p. 97)


I have an answer. Wolfe is just wrong. For one thing, your brain isn’t “fully imprinted at birth,” but that’s the least of the misunderstandings behind this widespread resistance to naturalism. Naturalism is no enemy of free will; it provides a positive account of free will, one that handles the perplexities better, in fact, than those views that try to protect free will from the clutches of science with an “obscure and panicky metaphysics” (in P. F. Strawson’s fine phrase). I presented a version of it in my 1984 book, Elbow Room: The Varieties of Free Will Worth Wanting. But I find that people often doubt that I could possibly mean what I say. They are convinced, along with Tom Wolfe, that of course materialism must find no room for free will, and whereas Wolfe is at least sometimes mordantly cheery about this (“I love talking to these people—they express an uncompromising determinism”), others are not. Brian Appleyard, for instance, has written several alarm calls in the form of books, but according to yet another alarmist, Leon Kass, he himself has been seduced:


Appleyard dislikes, quite properly, the implications of genocentrist thinking and expresses the hope that it may yet be found mistaken; in any case, he insists that it must be resisted. But he is not himself philosophically equipped to show what is wrong with it. Worse, he appears to be an unwitting victim of such thinking, taken in by the inflated pronouncements of the most reductionist and grandiose bioprophets: Francis Crick, Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, James Watson and E. O. Wilson. (Kass 1998, p. 8)


Determinism, genocentrism, reductionism—beware these grandiose bioprophets; they are about to subvert all that is precious! Faced so often with these condemnations (and misrepresentations, as we shall see), I have recognized the need for something in the way of an apologia. Am I doing something irresponsible in promulgating these ideas so vigorously?

Scholars in their traditional ivory towers have typically not worried much about their responsibility for the environmental impact of their work. The laws of libel and slander, for instance, exempt none of us, but most of us—including scientists in most fields—do not typically make assertions that, independently of libel and slander considerations, might bring harm to others, even indirectly. A handy measure of this fact is the evident ridiculousness we discover in the idea of malpractice insurance for literary critics, philosophers, mathematicians, historians, cosmologists. What on earth could a mathematician or literary critic do, in the course of executing her professional duties, that might need the security blanket of malpractice insurance? She might inadvertently trip a student in the corridor or drop a book on somebody’s head, but aside from such outré side effects, our activities are paradigmatically innocuous. One would think. But in those fields where the stakes are higher—and more direct—there is a long-standing tradition of being especially cautious, and of taking particular responsibility for ensuring that no harm results (as explicitly honored in the Hippocratic Oath). Engineers, knowing that the safety of thousands of people may depend on the bridge they design, engage in focused exercises with specified constraints posed to determine that, according to all current knowledge, their designs are safe and sound. When we academics aspire to have a greater impact on the “real” (as opposed to “academic”) world, we need to adopt the attitudes and habits of these more applied disciplines. We need to hold ourselves responsible for what we say, recognizing that our words, if believed, can have profound effects for good or ill.

Not just that. We need to recognize that our words might be misunderstood, and that we are to some degree just as responsible for likely misunderstandings of what we say as we are for the “proper” effects of our words. The principle is familiar: The engineer who designs a product that is potentially dangerous if misused is just as responsible for the effects of misuse as for the effects of appropriate use, and must do whatever is necessary to ward off dangerous misapplications of the product by the uninitiated. Saying the truth as best we can muster is our first responsibility, but truth is not enough. The truth can hurt, especially if people misunderstand it, and any academic who thinks that truth is a sufficient defense for any assertion has probably not thought very hard about the possibilities. Sometimes the likelihood of misunderstanding (or other misuse) of one’s true statements, and the anticipatable harm such misunderstanding could propagate, will be so great that one had better shut up.

A former student of mine, Paulina Essunger, developed a vivid example that takes the issue out of philosophical fantasy-land into cold reality. She has worked in AIDS research, and knows the perils that face that field well, so I will call her example the Peril of Paulina:


Let’s say I were to “discover” that HIV can be eradicated from an infected individual under ideal circumstances (total patient compliance, total absence of events inhibiting drug-action such as nausea, etc., total absence of contamination with extraneous virus strains, and so on) with four years of a certain therapeutic regime. I can be wrong about this. I can be wrong in a quite simple, straightforward way. Say I’ve miscomputed something, misread some data, misjudged the enrolled patients, or perhaps extrapolated too generously. I could also be wrong in publishing these results even if they are true, because of their potential environmental impact. (Further, the media could be wrong in carrying the story, could be wrong in how they carry the story. But some of their responsibility seems to fall back on me. Especially if I use the word “eradicate,” which in viral contexts usually refers to wiping the virus off the face of the earth, not “merely” ridding one infected individual of it.) For instance, an irrational complacency may spread among, let’s say, male homosexuals: “AIDS is curable now so I don’t have to worry about it.” The incidence of unprotected high-risk sex in this group might rise again due to this complacency. Moreover, the widespread prescription of the treatment might lead to a dramatic spread of resistant virus in the infected population due to periodic patient non-compliance. (Essunger, personal correspondence)


In the worst case, you could have a cure for AIDS, know you have a cure for AIDS, and yet be unable to find a way of making that knowledge publicly available in a responsible way. It is no good fuming at the complacency or recklessness of the at-risk community, no good blaming the irresolute patients who abandon their treatments in midcourse—these are predictable and natural (if lamentable) effects of the impact your publication would have. You should explore all the practical avenues for preventing these abuses of your discovery, of course, and make plans to implement whatever safeguards you can, but maybe, in the worst case, the imaginable benefits of your discovery are simply unattainable: You just can’t get there from here. This would be not just a serious dilemma; it would be a tragedy. (Her hypothetical case is, of course, already coming true in some regards: Optimism about an impending cure has already led to dangerously relaxed attitudes about safe sexual practices in at-risk groups in the Western world.)

This, then, is a possibility in principle, but is it at all likely that such systematic sources of frustration confront my attempt to promulgate a naturalist “cure” for the free will problem? In fact, there are a few such sources, and they are indeed frustrating. There are various guardians of the public good who—with the best of intentions—want to stop that crow! They are prepared to take whatever steps they can to discourage, squelch, or discredit those they see as breaking the spell, before some serious harm is done. They have been at it for many years, and while their campaigns have grown threadbare, and their simple fallacies have been exposed over and over by their scientific colleagues, the debris from their campaigns continues to pollute the atmosphere of the discussions, distorting the understanding of the general public on these topics. For instance, the biologists Richard Lewontin, Leon Kamin, and Steven Rose once said that they consider themselves


a fire brigade, constantly being called out in the middle of the night to put out the latest conflagration, always responding to immediate emergencies, but never with the leisure to draw up plans for a truly fireproof building. Now it is IQ and race, now criminal genes, now the biological inferiority of women, now the genetic fixity of human nature. All of these deterministic fires need to be doused with the cold water of reason before the entire intellectual neighborhood goes up in flames. (Lewontin et al. 1984, p. 265)


Nobody ever said a fire brigade had to fight fair, and this brigade throws a lot more than the cold water of reason on those they see as incendiary. They are not alone. Coming from the opposite pole of the political spectrum, the religious right has also mastered the art of refutation by caricature, and pounces on every opportunity to replace cautiously expressed articulations of the evolutionary facts with sensationalized oversimplifications that they can then hoot at and warn the world about. I agree with the critics on both left and right that there have been some unfortunate overstatements and oversimplifications by some of those they target, and I also agree that such lapses from responsibility can have truly pernicious effects. Moreover, I don’t challenge their motives or even their tactics; if I encountered people conveying a message I thought was so dangerous that I could not risk giving it a fair hearing, I would be at least strongly tempted to misrepresent it, to caricature it for the public good. I’d want to make up some good epithets, such as genetic determinist or reductionist or Darwinian fundamentalist, and then flail those straw men as hard as I could. As the saying goes, it’s a dirty job, but somebody’s got to do it. Where I think they go wrong is in lumping the responsible, cautious naturalists (like Crick and Watson, E. O. Wilson, Richard Dawkins, Steven Pinker, and myself) in with the few reckless overstaters, and foisting views on us that we have been careful to disavow and to criticize. As a strategy it is clever: If you really think you have to tar something, use a broad brush, just to be safe; don’t let the evil guys hide behind a shield of respectable hostages! But it does have the effect of assailing some natural allies with friendly fire, and to be blunt, it is dishonest, however well intentioned.

The Peril of Paulina that we naturalists face is that whenever we put forward circumspect, precise versions of our positions, some of these guardians of the public good turn their cleverness to transforming our careful claims into sound bites that are indeed foolish and irresponsible. I have found that the more care I devote to making my message clear and compelling, for instance, the more suspicious these guardians become. What they say, in paraphrase, is this: “Don’t pay attention to all the caveats and complications masked by slick rhetoric! All he’s really saying is that you don’t have consciousness, you don’t have a mind, you don’t have free will! We’re all just zombies and nothing matters—that’s what he’s really saying!” How can I deal with this? (For the record, that’s not what I’m really saying.) And to make matters worse, there are some serious defections and disagreements within our supposedly monolithic camp of “Darwinian fundamentalists.” For instance, Robert Wright, whose recent book Nonzero: The Logic of Human Destiny is in most regards a fine exposition of many of the themes I will be presenting here, finds he is unable to endorse the central claim (as I see it) of our position:


Of course the problem here is with the claim that consciousness is “identical” to physical brain states. The more Dennett et al. try to explain to me what they mean by this, the more convinced I become that what they really mean is that consciousness doesn’t exist. (Wright 2000, p. 398)


Wright retreats, alas, to the mystical vision of Teilhard de Chardin after several hundred fine pages of stalwart naturalistic demystification. (A less radical, but more frustrating, defection is Steven Pinker [1997], whose continued dalliance with mysterian doctrines of consciousness is itself a mystery. Nobody’s perfect.)

Evidently the stakes are high. What we have here looks like an evolutionary arms race, with escalation on both sides. But note that instead of responding by trying to out-caricature my opponents, I am wheeling out a different weapon on our side: I am trying to plant the seed of suspicion in you that some of these eminent critics of ours may even know in their hearts that we are right. The crow was right, after all, but still, they think, Stop that crow! As we shall see in later chapters, some of the most popular objections to a naturalistic account of free will are propelled by fears rather than reasons. The fears themselves are reasonable enough; if you think the box being offered to you might be Pandora’s box, by all means put suspicion on a hair-trigger and exhaust all your objections before letting the box be opened, for then it might be too late.

Why, in the face of this heated resistance, do I persist in attempting to present my view, especially since I acknowledge that it is not obvious that it mightn’t do some harm? (The critics make the peril greater, of course, by insisting on characterizing the views in dangerous versions; they are playing chicken with us naturalists, in effect.) Because I think it is high time for Dumbo to be weaned from his magic feather. He doesn’t need it, and the sooner he learns this, the better. In the movie, you may recall, the feather slips from Dumbo’s grasp at a crucial moment, as he is hurtling to his doom, and at the last instant he wises up and saves himself by spreading his ears and pulling out of the dive. It’s called growing up, and I think we are ready to grow up. Why is Dumbo better off without his myth of magic? Because he is less dependent, more enabled, more autonomous in the undeluded state. I will try to show that some of our traditional ideas about free will are just plain wrong, and moreover that they actually get matters backward, in ways that create serious problems for the future of free will on this planet. For instance, an undeluded view of free will can clarify some of our ideas about punishment and guilt, and allay some of our anxieties about what I call the Specter of Creeping Exculpation (is science going to show us that nobody ever deserves punishment? Or praise, for that matter?). It can help reestablish the proper role of moral education, and even explain the important role religious ideas have played in the past in sustaining morality in society, a role that is no longer being well played by religious ideas but which we discard at our peril. If we persist with the myths, if we dare not turn them in for scientifically sound replacements—which are available—our flying days may be numbered. The truth really will set you free.




Chapter 1

A naturalistic account of how we and our minds evolved seems to threaten the traditional concept of free will, and fear about this prospect has distorted the scientific and philosophical investigation of these issues. Some who have sensed the dangers of these new discoveries about ourselves have seriously misrepresented them. The implications of our newfound knowledge of our origins will prove, on calm examination, to support a stronger, wiser doctrine of freedom than the myths it must replace.



Chapter 2

Our thinking about determinism is often distorted by illusions that can be banished with the help of a toy model, in which simple entities can evolve that are capable of avoiding harm and reproducing themselves. This demonstrates that the traditional link between determinism and inevitability is a mistake, and that the concept of inevitability belongs at the design level, not the physical level.



Notes on Sources and Further Reading

The full reference for books and articles referred to in the text (e.g., Wolfe 2000) can be found in the Bibliography at the end of the book. For each chapter I will provide some further comments and signposts to other sources on the topics discussed.

It may have occurred to some readers that I get off to a bad start in this book by contradicting myself on page 3. First I deny that we have souls in addition to trillions of robotic cells and then I blithely observe that we are conscious: “Since I am conscious and you are conscious, we must have conscious selves that are somehow composed of these strange little parts.” You may find yourself strongly tempted to agree with Robert Wright that I am actually claiming that consciousness doesn’t exist. It would be a shame if you allowed that conviction to distort your reading of the rest of the book, so please try to reserve judgment, on the off chance that Wright is wrong! My uncompromising materialism really is an integral feature of the view I will be defending, and I wanted to be up front about it, even at the risk of creating antagonism and skepticism in those who still hanker for a dualistic account of consciousness. The articulation and defense of this material theory of consciousness can be found in my books mentioned above, and is further elaborated and defended against various recent criticisms in my Jean Nicod Lectures, delivered in Paris in November 2001 (forthcoming D), as well as in a series of papers published or forthcoming in a variety of journals and volumes and also available on my Web site: http://ase.tufts.edu/cogstud.

The philosophical literature on free will is enormous, and only a small fraction of the recent work on the topic will receive attention in these pages. Those that are discussed will provide plenty of threads leading to the rest. Two outstanding books by non-philosophers have been published in the year I was putting the final touches on my book, and these should be read by anybody interested in the topic: George Ainslie’s Breakdown of Will (2001) and Daniel Wegner’s The Illusion of Conscious Will (2002). I have worked brief reflections on these two books into my own, but the richness of their contributions goes well beyond what can be surmised from those reflections.
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