
Free Will

Rule 11

I was asked about free will and whether people are

really responsible for what they do? I was directed to the

book dFree Willd by Sam Harris, a New York Times best-

selling author.  In  this book Mr. Harris  argues that  free

will is not actually free will. But I tend to disagree with

him and my argument is based on the following:

Mr. Hill states:

“The intention to do one thing and not another does

not  originate  in  consciousness—  rather,  it  appears  in

consciousness, as does any thought or impulse that might

oppose it.d 1

This seems like a rather brash statement. How could

one possibly know that this is true or false? Maybe he

bases it on the following:

“The physiologist Benjamin Libet famously used EEG to show that activity in the brain’s motor

cortex can be detected some 300 milliseconds before a person feels that he has decided to move.” 1

Followed by:

“They reported which letter was visible at the moment they decided to press one button or the other.

The experimenters found two brain regions that contained information about which button subjects

would press a full 7 to 10 seconds before the decision was consciously made.” 1

And Finally:

“More recently, direct recordings from the cortex showed that the activity of merely 256 neurons

was sufficient to predict with 80 percent accuracy a person’s decision to move 700 milliseconds before

he became aware of it.”2

I  wish  to  point  out  that  all  of  these  experiments  concerned a  physical  reaction  to  an external

stimulus. And I think this is easiest to explain by considering when you are standing looking at a bear

growling at you. If you are to survive you must be able to react without dthinkingd. In other words a lot

of your motor reactions must be pre-planned in order to react fast enough.

If you have to wait and decide which way you are going to move when the bear swipes at you you

are already too late. As the bear begins to move in a threatening manner you must be able to react

without going through the delay associated with making decisions. And if he swipes with his right paw

you must make one set of moves and if he swipes with his left paw you must make a different set of

moves. Both of these scenarios must already be in play in advance or you will be way too slow. This is

one of the reasons the element of surprise works so well for predators. 

Many of our motor reactions are this way. Think about walking. Do you consciously decide what

muscles to contract and relax as you walk? You can think about it in the sense that you can decide to

move your leg, but the actual motion is done automatically because there is too much information to be

analyzed and implemented to maintain a walking gait “consciously”.



So what we do know from the nature of ourselves is that our subconscious mind is playing out

different possible scenarios in anticipation of having to physically move. This would imply that no,

anything associated with muscular action is probably not a fully conscious action. But that is what is

required in order to respond quick enough to survive and/or not fall down as your body weight shifts.

This does not in any way indicate that all of your actions are predetermined for you and you have no

free will in them. 

Again consider the old trust fall. When you have a group of people standing behind you who you

trust will catch you. You then leaned back and forced yourself not to allow your muscles to balance you

in the belief that you will not be harmed because the people will catch you. This is a case of overriding

your muscular actions with conscious effort.

dThese findings are difficult to reconcile with the sense that we are the conscious authors of our

actions.d3

In the 10 commandments of Logic, #7 says Thou shall not argue that because of our ignorance,

claim must be true or false. I would say many of his arguments violate this rule and thus require that I

consider this as a philosophical argument with no grounding in reality. 

dYes, you can do what you want —but you cannot account for the fact that your wants are effective

in one case and not in another. . .d 5

Of course I can account for the fact that my wants are more or less effective. The primary reason is

in one case I have a want or a need that is greater to me then another want or need. And as my life

changes and the physical world around me changes those wants and needs will change. These changing

wants and needs will make some a lot more effective at times and others less effective at times.

d(and you certainly can’t choose your wants in advance).d 5

This is definitely false. It wasn't a month ago that I was thinking about taking my vacation in the

future. In other words my want of vacation time was chosen well in advance of the actual act.

dWhatever it is, it’s not a difference that you brought into being.d 5

And in this case it was definitely a difference that I brought into being. I planned it a long time ago

and arrange things so that my vacation would occur.

dYou can do what you decide to do—but you cannot decide what you will decide to do.d 6

This may sound very philosophical and true but it is again a falsehood. I can most assuredly decide

what I will decide to do. As a matter of fact every time I make a decision to do something in a long-

term planning sense I am in a very distinct sense deciding what I will decide to do whether that be gas

up the car, pack my cloths, make reservations, etc. etc.

dBut  where  intentions  themselves  come  from,  and  what  determines  their  character  in  every

instance, remains perfectly mysterious in subjective terms.d 4

Again,  in  the  10  commandments  of  Logic,  #7  says  Thou shall  not  argue  that  because  of  our

ignorance, claim must be true or false. 

After reading through the majority of the book I have come to the conclusion that Mr. Harris is

presenting a strictly philosophical look at a physiological process. And in doing so he does not take into

account the real-life processes that share a place with consciousness. And without realizing that this is a

shared process he cannot see that the decisions and the free will associated with consciousness actually

exists.



As far as the physics behind brain activity there is always the argument that if you have enough

information about any physical process you can know what the future actions of that entity will be and

thus are not purely random but are predetermined. This in-depth analysis of quantum physics as it

applies to the brain and brain activities may seem to imply that consciousness and free will are only

perceived to exist but are actually the results of physical interactions which are defined by physical

laws and at present we just do not understand those laws.

My response to this is energy.

Energy is  defined  as  the  ability to  make  something  happen.  So  let's  look  forward  in  time as

mankind becomes more and more intelligent. There will come a time when he will be able to convert

electromagnetic energy into matter in a practical manner. When that time comes the second law of

thermodynamics will have been overridden.

Since the universe is a closed system in theory as it ages (and we're talking billions to trillions of

years)  all  matter  will  eventually  break  down  into  pure  energy.  And  in  this  case  it  will  be

electromagnetic energy through the decay of subatomic particles. In this manner the second law of

thermodynamics is maintained because the universe should wind up in the least organized state in other

words just pure electromagnetic energy moving about in space with no set order.

The problem here is  that  when consciousness and free  will  starts  making matter,  or  organized

electromagnetic energy (E = MC2) than mankind can stop the universe from going to its lowest state

simply by creating matter. In this way consciousness and free will can violate the laws of physics. Or as

I prefer to look at it modify the laws of physics. And if that is the case then consciousness and free will

are not subject to physical processes but rather can control fundamental physical process.

There is something about consciousness and the ability to make a decision (free will) that appears

to be a rather unique entity not completely subject to the laws of physics as we know them to be

operating right now.

So my own personal opinion is is that free will is just that, free will. And we are responsible for the

decisions we make when employing that free will. 
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