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PRESENTATION (Barcelona, October, 2010)

Robert Kane, The University of Texas at Austin

Can a Traditional Libertarian or Incompatibilist Free Will Be Reconciled with Modern Science? Steps Toward a Positive Answer

As my paper notes, I have been dealing with the free will issue since the 1960s. The landscape of free will debate was simpler then and had reached something of a stalemate by midcentury. The assumption was that if you had scientific leanings, you would naturally be a compatibilist about free will (believing it to be compatible with determinism) if you did not deny free will altogether. And if you were a libertarian about free will that is if you believed in a traditional free will that is incompatible with determinism—you must inevitably appeal to some obscure or mysterious forms of agency to make sense of it—to uncaused causes, immaterial minds, noumenal selves, non-event agent causes, prime movers unmoved, or other examples of what P. F. Strawson called the "panicky metaphysics" of traditional defenders of free will, from the ancients to the medievals to Descartes and Kant down to modern times. Such a traditional free will was widely thought in modernity to be outdated and obscure and unfitted to modern scientific images of humans and the cosmos. These doubts were summed up in a quote in my paper from Nietzsche: "the desire of the tradition for freedom of the will in the superlative metaphysical sense, the desire to bear the ultimate responsibility for one's actions oneself, to be nothing less than a causa sui is the best self-contradiction that has been conceived so far by the mind of man." 

I set out, beginning in the 60s, to try to move beyond this stalemate by asking whether a traditional libertarian or incompatibilist free will could be reconciled with modern science without appealing to any of the mysterious forms of agency that had been used in the tradition to explain it. It was a lonely project at that time. Many people thought it was hopeless to even try such a thing, and told me so. And the task did turn out to be a good deal more difficult than I thought, going on for more than 40 years now. The reason for the difficulty was that the task required rethinking the ancient and traditional problem of free will itself from the ground up, breraking old molds of thought and substituting new ones. 

First, it required rethinking the question of why people have believed that free will was incompatible with determinism to begin with. Briefly summarized from the discussion of the paper, I came to put the emphasis on a basic condition that was neglected in modern times, but one which has I argue fueled intuitions about free will and determinism for centuries. I call it the condition of ultimate responsibility or UR. The basic idea is that to be ultimately responsible for an action, an agent must be responsible for anything that is a sufficient reason (cause or motive) for the actions occurring. 

Compare Aristotle's claim that if a man is responsible for wicked acts that determinately flow from his character, he must at some time in the past have been responsible by past choices or actions for forming the wicked character from which these acts flow. This is no esoteric principle. It is woven into the very fabric of our ordinary thinking about responsibility in moral and legal contexts. If a drunken driver could not have avoided hitting and killing a pedestrian because of his drunken condition and the conditions of the road, he is not thereby exonerated from responsibility. We have to ask whether he is in any way responsible for being in the drunken condition he is by his prior drinking and choice to drive. This basic line of reasoning identified by Aristotle, which is the basis for this condition of ultimate responsibility or UR, lies behind our everyday judgments about responsibility.

The condition of ultimate responsibility or UR has numerous implications for free will: For example, it does not require that we could have done otherwise for every act done "of our own free wills" but it does require that we could have done otherwise with respect to some acts in our past life histories by which we formed our present characters. I call these "self forming actions" or SFA's. Often we act from will already formed, but it is "our own free will" by virtue of the fact that we formed it by other choices or actions in the past (self forming actions or SFA's) for which we could have done otherwise. (Think here again of the drunk driver.) If this were not so there is nothing we could have ever done differently in our entire lifetimes to make ourselves different than we are—a consequence, I believe, that is incompatible with our being (at least to some degree) ultimately responsible for what we are.

UR also tells us why the traditional problem of free will was about the freedom of the will and not merely about freedom of action. The modern era since the 17th century as I note in the paper has tried to obscure this difference thereby oversimplifying the problem. Free will as traditionally understood was something deeper than the mere freedom to do what you will. It was about self-formation or how we got to be the kinds of persons we are with the wills from which we do act. It would be interesting to tie the simplification of the deeper notion of free will to the larger story about the "disenchantments" of modernity, but I forego that here.

And finally, UR tells us why free will will has traditionally been thought to be incompatible with determinism. If agents must be responsible to some degree for anything such as their prior formed character and motives that is a sufficient cause or motive for their actions, an impossible infinite regress of past actions would be required unless some actions in an agent's life history ("self forming actions") did not have either sufficient causes or motives and hence were undetermined.

This rethinking of the traditional problem in terms of ultimate responsibility or UR does not make the free will problem easier, but in fact, for a number of reasons makes it harder. How can actions lacking both sufficient causes and motives be free and responsible actions and how if at all could such actions exist in the natural order without reducing to either chance or luck? 

As Bob Doyle notes in his insightful and instructive presentation of the recent history of these debates in his lecture of this session, I myself believed early on that quantum theory must have something to do with the solution to these problems. But it was difficult to say what. For most scientists and philosophers had scoffed at suggestions by A. H. Compton and other noted scientists that quantum theory made room for free will. If a choice were to occur as a result of some undetermined quantum events in one's brain, the skeptics argued, how could that amount to a free and responsible choice? It would seem more like a fluke or accident. The consensus view was that indeterminism in the brain would not enhance freedom and responsibility but diminish them. 

Yet I believed quantum theory must have something to do with it. The ancient Epicurean philosophers were right to say that there would be no room in nature for free will if the atoms did not sometimes swerve in undetermined ways. And quantum theory has opened that window for us in modern times. But the same criticism had been made of the Epicureans by their ancient critics: how could the chance swerve of atoms amount to free will?

As Bob Doyle also notes in his presentation, my own first efforts at dealing with this problem in the 1970s was to formulate a two-stage model very much like the one he nicely presents in his paper. I thought from the beginning that this must be a part of the solution to the free will problem. But I also believed that it could not be the complete solution. Hence I did not publish anything about it then and was surprised to see that Daniel Dennett had come up with a similar idea in a 1978 paper. He also believed it was not all that libertarians wanted but at least provided some of what they wanted, as did Al Mele who also later formulated such a view. I believe Dennett and Mele were correct inn thinking the two-stage model could not be all of what libertarians wanted; and hence, while I made the two-stage model part of my own theory in my first book on free will in 1985, it was only a part and I also tried to go beyond it. 

I am even more convinced today through the work of Martin Heisenberg as well as these others just mentioned and at this conference that not only is the two-stage model an important part of any adequate theory of free will, but that it is also an important, indeed a crucial, step in the evolution of human free will. The ability to randomize in lower organisms affords them flexibility and creativity as it does for humans. But I believe, as I did in the 70s, that a number of other steps are needed to get from this first crucial evolutionary step to the full evolution of free will in human beings, and that the two-stage model must be folded into a larger picture.

That larger picture as presented in my paper is as follows. And here again I can only briefly summarize. One must note first that indeterminism does not have to be involved in all acts done "of our own free wills" for which we are ultimately responsible. If that were so, human behavior would be a good deal more haphazard than it is. Not all acts of free will have to be undetermined but only those by which we made ourselves into the kinds of persons we are namely self forming actions on SFA's.

I believe these undetermined self-forming actions occur at those difficult times of life when we are torn between competing visions of what we should do or become. Perhaps we are torn between doing the moral thing or acting from ambition, or between powerful present desires and long term goals, or we are faced with a difficult tasks for which we have aversions. In all such cases, we are faced with competing motivations and have to make an effort to overcome temptation to do something else we also strongly want. There is tension and uncertainty in our minds about what to do at such times, I suggest, that opens a window to the influence of background indeterministic neural noise, which is normally muted or damped when we act from settled motives and character. The uncertainty and inner tension we feel at such soul-searching moments of self-formation would then be reflected in the indeterminacy of our neural processes themselves. What is experienced internally as uncertainty would correspond physically to the opening of a window of opportunity that temporarily screens off complete determination by influences of the past. 

	When we decide under such conditions, the outcome would not be determined because of the preceding indeterminacy—and yet it could be willed (and hence rational and voluntary) either way owing to the fact that in such self-formation, the agents' prior wills are divided by conflicting motives. I give the example here of a businesswoman conflicted about helping an assault victim in an alley or going on to an important meeting. An inner struggle ensues between her conscience and her career ambitions. If either choice is made, it will be the result of an effort to overcome the strong temptation to make the other. When we, like the woman, decide in such circumstances, and the indeterminate efforts we are making become determinate choices, we would make one set of competing reasons or motives prevail over the others then and there by deciding. 
 
In such cases, as I discuss in my paper, indeterminism would function as an obstacle to success without precluding responsibility. I offer further examples in the paper to demonstrate this point: e. g. of trying to solve a mathematical problem with some indeterminacy in one's neural processing. If you try to concentrate and solve the problem nonetheless, there is reason to say you did it and are responsible for it even though it was undetermined whether you would succeed. Other examples of the assassin and the husband illustrate the same general point. The assassin may miss the prime minister and the husband fail to break the table because of some undetermined events in their nervous systems. Yet they can be held responsible because they intentionally and voluntarily succeeded in doing what they were trying to do. It would be a poor excuse for the assassin or husband to say: "chance did it, not me" simply because the outcome was a matter of chance, as indeed in a sense it was. 

A further step that must be taken for a full account of free will, I argue—a step that was not available to the ancients, which made free will seem mysterious, is to appeal to parallel processing in the brain. Imagine in cases of inner conflict characteristic of self forming actions like the businesswoman's that the indeterminism which is providing an obstacle to her overcoming temptation is not coming from an external source as in the other examples given, but is coming from her own will since she also deeply desires to do the opposite. Imagine in such cases of self formation, competing neural networks each influencing the other and representing  the agent's conflicting motivations—the input of one of these networks consisting in the woman's reasons for acting morally and stopping to help the victim, the input of the other her ambitious motives for going on to a meeting.

The indeterministic noise which is an obstacle to her making one of the choices would be coming from her desire to make the other and vice versa—the indeterminism thus arising from a tension creating conflict in the will, which is characteristic of self formation. In such circumstances, when either of these pathways reaches an activation threshold (which amounts to choice), it would be like solving a cognitive task through effort by overcoming the background noise produced by the other. I argue in the paper and have shown at greater length in my 1996 book that in such conditions the choices, whichever one is made, would not be inadvertent or accidental or capricious or merely random because they would be willed by the agents either way when they are made and done for reasons either way, reasons that the agents then and there endorse. I also argue at some length in the book that these conditions taken together rule out each of the reasons we have for saying that agents do not have control over their actions and are consequently not responsible for them (reasons such as compulsion, coercion, constraint, inadvertence, accident, control by others, etc.).

Does it make sense to talk about agents simultaneously engaging in multiple cognitive tasks in this manner? Well much current scientific evidence points to the fact that the brain engages in such parallel processing in cognitive tasks such as perception and recognition. If this takes place on the input side of the cognitive ledger, in perception and recognition, then I suggest it may take place on the output side of the cognitive ledger as well, in practical reasoning and deliberation. Such a capacity, I believe, is essential to the exercise of free will. In cases of self formation (SFA's), agents are simultaneously trying to resolve plural and competing cognitive tasks. They are, as we say of two minds. Yet they are not two separate persons. They are not dissociated from either task. The businesswoman who wants to go back to help the victim is the same ambitious woman who wants to go to a meeting. She is torn inside by different visions of who she is and what she wants to be, as we all are from time to time. But this is just the kind of complexity needed for genuine self formation and free will. And when she succeeds in doing one of the things she is endeavoring to do, she will endorse that as her resolution of the conflict in her will, voluntarily and intentionally, not by accident or mistake.

Note also that these reflections give us the beginning of an answer to the further question asked earlier of how one might get from the "randomly generated action" that Heisenberg postulates is characteristic of many living things, to what the philosophers have traditionally called the "freedom of the will" in more complex beings like ourselves. Such a randomly generated action in living things would provide an evolutionary template for the development of free will, but what one would have to add to it other rational and reflective capacities to imagine different possible ways of acting and different visions of who one might be. That is, to imagine, as I put it earlier, creatures like ourselves who could be from time to time (figuratively) "of two or more minds, without being two separate persons." Being such creatures would require more than mere intelligent behavior and acting in pursuit of values. It would in addition require capacities for higher-order evaluation (evaluation of the values one pursues) and hence higher-order reflection about who one is and what one wants to be. But it would also require the capacity importantly to have different internal visions of who one might be and to pursue different internal goals corresponding to these different internal visions.

In the latter part of the paper, I respond to a series of objections to this view. Among the objections considered is the objection that "indeterminism's being involved in something" must mean that "it happens merely as a matter of chance or luck." This need not be so, as I show. Another is the objection that we are not introspectively aware of performing multiple cognitive tasks in such choice situations. I am not claiming that agents are conscious of doing this. What they are introspectively conscious of is that they are trying to decide about which of several options to choose and either choice is a difficult one because there are resistant motives pulling them in different corrections that will have to be overcome whichever choice is made. In such introspective conditions, I am theorizing that what is actually going on underneath is a kind of parallel processing in the brain that involves separate endeavorings to resolve competing cognitive tasks. 

The larger point here is that introspective evidence cannot give us the whole story about free will. If we stay on the surface, things are likely to appear obscure or mysterious, as free will has so often appeared down through the centuries. What is needed is a theory about what might be going on behind the scenes when we exercise free will, not merely a description of what we immediately experience. And in this regard new scientific ideas can be a help rather than a hindrance to making sense of the subject. 

Another objection is that we lose a sense of agency by turning choices and actions into mere chance events. The idea here I suggest is not to think of the indeterminism involved in free choice as a cause acting on its own, but as an ingredient in a larger goal directed or teleological process or activity in which the indeterminism functions as a hindrance or obstacle to the attainment of the goal. That is the role I suggest for indeterminism in the cognitive activities preceding undetermined SFA's. 

Finally I consider the objection that the choices made on such a view would be arbitrary, since the agents cannot in principle have sufficient or conclusive prior reasons for making one choice rather than the other. I argue that this is not a defect, but an essential feature of free will. The term arbitrary, as I note, comes from the Latin arbitrium, as in liberum arbitrium voluntatis, "free judgment of the will" (the medieval philosophers designation for free will from Augustine onward). In this connection I ask one to imagine a writer in the middle of a novel. The novel's heroine faces a crisis and the writer has not yet developed her character in sufficient detail to say exactly how she will act. The author makes a "judgment" about this that is not determined by the heroine's already formed past which does not give unique direction. In this sense the judgment (arbitrium) of how she will react is arbitrary, but not entirely so. It had input from the heroine's fictional past and in turn gave input to her projected future. In a similar way agents who exercise free will are both authors and characters in their own stories all at once. By virtue of self forming judgments of the will (arbitria voluntatis)—SFA's as I called them—they are "arbiters" of their own lives, "making themselves" out of a past that if they are truly free does not limit their future pathways to one.

Suppose we were to say to such persons "but look, you didn't have sufficient for conclusive prior reasons for choosing as you did since you also had viable reasons for choosing the other way." They might reply "too enough. But I did have good reasons for choosing as I did, which I'm willing to stand by and take responsibility for. If these reasons were not sufficient for conclusive that's because like the heroine of the novel, I was not a fully formed person before I chose (and still am not, for that matter). Like the author of the novel, I am in the process of writing an unfinished story in forming an unfinished character who in my case is myself."
 



 




















