
This essay sets out to prove the existence of free-will.  What is free-will?
Free-will is the capacity of Man to initiate action solely on the basis that he
wills it.  In other words, there are aspects of Man’s behaviour which are
caused, ultimately, neither by biological nor environmental stimuli but by
the fact that he wills such behaviour.

DETERMINISM AND INDETERMINISM

The theory which denies the existence of free-will is usually described as
determinism but this is a somewhat inaccurate label.  Strictly, determinism
asserts that the universe is governed by laws such that all events are, in
principle, predictable.  Indeterminism denies that this is the case.  It holds
that at least some events are not precisely predictable although it may be
possible to assign probabilities to them.  At the present time, due to the
impressive success of quantum mechanics1 in theoretical physics, indeter-
minism seems more likely to be the correct representation of reality.  Some
physicists have tried to construct so-called “hidden variables” theories
which seek to reproduce the results of quantum theory on the basis of an
underlying (but hidden) determinism.  However, J. S. Bell has shown that
no hidden variables theory which preserves locality (the absence of action-
at-a-distance) is capable of reproducing the predictions of quantum theory.
Experiments performed to test such theories against quantum theory have
sided with the latter.  So it seems highly likely that indeterminism is true.
(This does not, of course, prove that quantum theory is true but that, since
it works, any successor theory must almost certainly be indeterministic and
must include quantum theory as a first approximation.)

Now indeterminism, as normally understood, is not a sufficient condition
for free-will.  It is possible to uphold indeterminism while still claiming
that all human behaviour is caused by biological and environmental factors.
One merely asserts that these factors are unpredictable, even in principle.
A better label for the theory which denies free-will is materialism.  It is a
more complete definition than determinism although still not quite satisfac-
tory.  The philosophical theory of materialism asserts that matter and en-
ergy exhaust all that is real in the universe.  Another way of expressing this
is to say  that the physical world is causally closed.  Thus all behaviour
must, ultimately, be explicable by deterministic or probabilistic laws of
physics.  It follows that all Man’s thoughts and actions must be reducible to
electro-chemical reactions in the brain.  Now it is possible to admit the
non-material reality of other influences on Man’s behaviour, e.g., of the
laws of logic, while still denying the validity of free-will.  Since I cannot
think of an appropriate word to characterise this viewpoint I will use the
term materialism in this case also, even though it is still not quite right.

And, in any case, I think that most people who deny free-will probably are
materialists.

The relationship between free-will and determinism can be characterised by
stating that indeterminism is not a sufficient condition for free-will but it is
a necessary condition.  It is not a sufficient condition for free-will because
one can conceive of Man’s behaviour being completely specified by ran-
dom causal factors.  It is a necessary condition because free-will requires
the possibility of alternative action even when environmental factors remain
invariant.  But, in addition to the necessity of indeterminism, free-will re-
quires that the material world should not be causally closed.  That is, one
must admit the non-reducibility of mind and its products to matter.  Power-
ful arguments in favour of this view can be found in Karl Popper’s The Self
and Its Brain.2  In fact, this work can be regarded as a decisive refutation
of strict materialism.

It should be noted here that the development of a deterministic successor
to, say, quantum mechanics would not prove that determinism is correct.  It
is logically impossible to do so.  The reason is that inductive generalisa-
tions are never valid.  We can never know that there are universal laws
because this would require us to be able to survey the whole of space and
time.  Thus the arguments which I will subsequently advance for the exist-
ence of free-will cannot be refuted in such a manner.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE DENIAL OF FREE-WILL

Materialism has implications which are inconsistent with the way in which
the overwhelming majority of people behave, including most proponents of
materialism.  In other words, most materialists, no doubt unintentionally, do
not practice what they preach.  Let us examine some of these implications.

Virtually all of us believe in, or act as though we believe in, moral respon-
sibility.  Now a person can only be morally responsible for his actions if he
is able to act otherwise than he does. But what does this mean?  Suppose a
man has commited a crime.  It means that given all the environmental fac-
tors unchanged he could still have acted otherwise.  Because his action was
caused, ultimately, by his will.  He was free to do/not do what he did.  For
a materialist there can be no logical grounds whatever to morally condemn
any action no matter how despicable.  A murderer could not have acted
otherwise than he did given all the biological and environmental factors
present.  He could not have acted otherwise through some sort of ‘‘choice’’
of his own.  Any “choice” could only have arisen from stimuli external to
his conscious control.  A materialist can still believe in imprisonment but
purely as a deterrent or process of rehabilitation, not as a punishment, since
punishment implies moral responsibility.  For a materialist to uphold the
death penalty, however, would seem to be grossly irrational unless he up-
holds it purely on economic grounds vis à vis life imprisonment.

A LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS

I am not usually a fan of linguistic analysis but it can  sometimes be indis-
pensable in diagnosing intellectual errors.  This is what I shall now proceed
to do.

Anyone who uses words such as “action” and “will” to describe aspects of
human behaviour is logically required to uphold the theory of free- will.
This is because the words “action” and “will” presuppose the category of
‘‘free’’ in their meanings.  If a man acts then he must act freely.  Otherwise
he merely reacts.  The point is that either his behaviour is wholly subject to
external causal factors (in which case he reacts) or it is not (in which case
he acts).  To act presupposes that he initiates his behaviour.  To speak of
action which is caused by biology and environ ment is a contradiction in
terms.  If a man wills some aspect of his behaviour then he must be capable
of willing the contrary, i.e., he is free to do otherwise.  If he is not free to
do otherwise then his behaviour is not willed. It is nonsensical to talk of
willed behaviour which is not free.  Any materialist who refers to human
action and will is guilty of inconsistency.

A BRIEF LOOK AT PROPENSITIES

It might be argued that the case against free-will can be demonstrated by
reference to the mass of empirical evidence indicating the dependence of
human behaviour on biology and environment.  For example, human per-
sonality can clearly be altered by brain damage.  Certain behavioural traits
can be shown to have genetic roots.  And Man’s behaviour is obviously
influenced by economic and social conditions.  I am willing to admit that
much, perhaps even most, human behaviour is not free.  But far from this
undermining my case it is precisely considerations such as these which con-
stitute the strength of my position as will be shown later.  Aside from this I
claim that much apparently “determined” behaviour is free behaviour sub-
ject to constraints.  There is no contradiction here.  All action is subject to
constraints, e.g., at least to the laws of nature, but also to the laws of Man.
It is because of this that one is able to make predictions about human beha-
viour given that people aim at definite ends.  Consider an example. For
simplicity let’s define the “environment” to include both biological and so-
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cial conditions.  Suppose the environment presents two equal sized groups
of individuals with behavioural possibilities A,B for one group and
A,B,C,D for the other.  We may then be able to assert that there is a greater
tendency or propensity for behaviour A in the first group than in the sec-
ond. Behaviour A could represent “criminal behaviour“.  The first group
could be “inner city youths”.  Then the fact that there could be a greater
propensity for criminal behaviour in this group does not imply that they are
not free to choose possibility B.  Given a range of possibilities one can
speak of propensities for certain types of behaviour.  This is certainly com-
patible with free choice,even if the propensity field is created by the “envi-
ronment”.

A more detailed account of how Man acts and is acted on by the environ-
ment is provided by Popper.3

A FURTHER LOOK AT PROPENSITIES — THE PHENOMENA
OF NOVELTY AND EMERGENCE

The theory of propensities enables some light to be shed on the problems of
novelty and emergence in the universe as described by evolution and evol-
utionary epistemology, though there is space here for only the briefest of
treatments.4

A propensity is a weighted disposition of a thing in a certain situation to
assume a certain property or state.  It is similar to the conditional prob-
ability of an event, A, given the occurrence of another event, B.  For
example, consider the behaviour of a hydrogen atom.  Its probability or
propensity to assume a certain state is dependent on its environment and
changes if its environment changes.  Its propensity to form part of a nucleic
acid will be low if the atom is located in outer space but will be relatively
high if it resides within an organism.

Now from the acceptance of indeterminism it is not immediately clear how
this could lead to novelty.  For, if one knows all the probability outcome
spaces, one can conceive of anticipating apparent novelties.  For example,
if two dice are thrown it is known that there are only thirty-six possible
occurrences or permutations.  Although it is not known in advance which
permutation will be realised, it is known that it will be one of thirty-six.
(Technically, there are twelve combinations or possible scores but thirty-six
permutations or possible states of the dice.)  Thus no outcome will be un-
expected.  Now, in probability theory it is possible to have infinite outcome
spaces but with a finite probability of each outcome.  In fact, the wave
function in quantum mechanics describes, via the modulus of the wave am-
plitude squared, an infinite probability outcome space.  This means there is
a non-zero probability of finding a particle anywhere in space. (More accur-
ately, one speaks of the non-zero probability of finding a particle within an
infinitesimal region of space.)  If this is generalised to propensities one can
conceive of certain possibilities not being deducible until they have
emerged.  Even if all possibilities could, in principle, be deduced they prob-
ably could not be, in practice because every “novelty” changes the existing
propensities and creates new ones.  Moreover, the infinite outcome spaces
must be much more complex than that described by a wave function for a
single particle.  Thus genuine novelty is possible.  For example, it seems
doubtful that one could predict the possible emergence of life given the
laws of chemistry even though the laws of chemistry remain valid in biol-
ogy.  Of course, since we already know that life exists it is open to anyone
to dispute this.

MATERIALISM — A SIMPLE THEORY FOR A SIMPLE
UNIVERSE

I conjecture that the reason that materialists cannot accept free-will is be-
cause they do not understand how it can work.  It is true that we do not
understand how man can act (although considerable philosophical progress
has been made by Popper and others towards a solution of this problem)
but this is no different from not understanding random behaviour.  We do
not have a theory which enables us to predict the precise behaviour of an
electron.  Nevertheless, with a probabilistic theory (quantum mechanics),
we are able to say a great deal about its behaviour.  This is reflected in the
fact that quantum electrodynamics (or QED, for short) is the most accurate
physical theory so far devised.  Probabilistic theories can be regarded as
“quasi-deterministic” in the sense that the mathematical form of the prob-
ability functions is invariant but the behaviour of the individual entity is
not.

Free-will is postulated because it enables us to make better sense of human
behaviour than if it is denied.  Materialism implies that human creativity is
essentially accidental because purposeful behaviour must be an illusion if
there is no free-will.  But science, technology and art are clearly not ac-
cidental and are better explained as the products of purposeful action than
as the products of electro-chemistry.  (I cannot conceive, for example, how
the economic consequences of minimum wage laws can be reduced to elec-
tro-chemistry.)

Although free-will necessitates the reality of a non-material world (i.e, of
conscious experience) it is not necessary to think of this world as “substan-
tial”.  This is a concept which, as far as we know, is only applicable to
matter.  It is the tendency to think in such images which, I think, leads mat
erialists to reject the possibility of a causally open universe.  In fact, the
most convincing way of arguing for an open universe is not by reference to
self-consciousness as such but by reference to the products of self-con-
sciousness.  Human theories and works of art are demonstrably not reduc-
ible to physics.  (As far as the programme of reductionism goes it has not
been very successful even in the purely physical realm.  For example,
chemistry has so far been only partially reducible to physics.)  Physical
theories have objective properties and consequences regardless of whether
these are apparent or not.  They have to be discovered.  Similarly, the laws
of logic remain valid independently of human experience.  For example,
from postulating a system of natural numbers it is possible to deduce
various theorems, such as the infinity of the number of primes, which are
clearly not evident until they are discov-ered.  Yet they are tautologies.
Thus there clearly cannot be a one-to-one correspondence between the laws
of logic and brain states.  (Interestingly, C.S. Lewis correctly argues in Mir-
acles5 that reason cannot be reduced to electro-chemistry but incorrectly
argues that this implies God must be the source of reason.  This is an ap-
proach which precludes further rational and scientific investigation and sub-
stitutes God as an “ultimate” explanation for any intractable problem.)

But mathematics, theories, works of art etc. influence human behaviour and
inanimate objects.  They are, therefore, real but non-material. But we
clearly do not need to regard number theory as having some sort of “nu-
minous” existence.  It exists in an abstract space.  The status of self-con-
sciousness can be similarly regarded.

The materialist programme reflects a yearning for a simple  universe. It is
reminiscent of the positivistic Copenhagen Interpretation in quantum mech-
anics according to which a particle’s state is meaningless until it has been
measured.  Like positivism it is a technique for evading difficult problems.

But the universe is not so simple.

THE REALITY OF THE DEMARCATION BETWEEN ACTION
AND REACTION

There are certainly many conscious experiences which involve no element
of freedom on the part of the subject.  For example, suppose I accidentally
burn my hand with hot water.  Then my immediate reaction is to withdraw
it.  I am conscious of the pain and I am conscious of my response.  Yet,
under these circumstances, I clearly have no control over my behaviour.
Thus there certainly can be conscious behaviour which is not free.  But
suppose that I know in advance that I am going to be burnt.  I could then
choose to leave my hand under the hot water (as an exercise in pain resist-
ance, for example) or I could choose not to.  But if all behaviour is sup-
posed to be completely specified by biological and environmental factors it
is difficult to see how my response can be anything other than the con-
scious and automatic one.  My decision to leave my hand put is clearly not
caused by the hot water stimulus and nor is it a matter of chance.  In short,
it is freely willed.

Consider, now, the activity of reading, say, a philosophical treatise.  One
can have the conscious experience of reading through several pages of text
and not making an effort to understand what is read.  (Or one can have the
unconscious experience of not having read anything at all, i.e., that of day-
dreaming.)  When, however, an effort is required it is clear that this
necessitates voluntary action.  If you are trying to understand vector cal-
culus for the first time it is not “biology” or “environment” which enables
you to do so.  It is you.  Similar arguments can be applied to the whole
range of human experience.  In general, new activities require voluntary
effort to master them.  It is only subsequently that these activities become
automatised.

Materialists are unable to give a coherent account of human achievement or
creativity by attributing them solely to electro-chemical reactions in the
brain.  They can point to no factors external to the human will which would
enable them to provide a criterion of demarcation between action and reac-
tion.  Until they are able to do so the foregoing arguments must be regarded
as decisive.
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