


Midnight in the Garden of Determinism and Free Will

Introduction to Philosophy

Presented to: Professor Bill Eakin

 Xiao Fei Song
Chaplain The question is whether such a technique can make a man good. Goodness comes from within, 6655321. Goodness is something chosen. When a man cannot choose, he ceases to be a man.

Above is a passage from Anthony Burgess’ famous novel A Clockwork Orange, in which Alex, a juvenile delinquent who undergone rehabilitation program that removed his free ability to choose between good and evil. At the end of the book, the author posted a very profound question: if Alex was to have a child, would the child follow the same determined path of destruction? The novel raised a fascinating controversy between determinism and free will. 



What is determinism and free will?  Determinism is the theory that all events are the effects of prior causes and the causes for later effects. It supports the universal causation theory. Determinism is based on the idea that there is a cause to everything (Oxford 194). For example, I am writing a paper for my philosophy class right now. I am doing this because the education system considers writing successful academic papers to be an accurate measurement of how well I am learning philosophy. The education system wants to measure my learning ability because a student is enrolled in school to learn. I am enrolled in school because I grow as a human being through learning. In order for me to grow as a human, I have to be conceived by my parents at the first place. As one can see, there is no room for randomness or deliberation in determinism. It is a fixed route in which the occurrence of one thing leads to another. In another word, to a determinist, there are no genuine alternatives. Since causes and effects predetermine everything, then one could not held morally responsible for his actions. The exact opposite of determinism, perhaps a more flattering view of how humans run their life, is free will. As human beings, one likes to think that he is special. One wants to assume that he is fully in charge of his own fate. One needs to convince himself that he is the gods of his own lives so that he will have a necessity to function. Therefore, free will is the theory that “in humans, the power or capacity to choose among alternatives or to act in certain situations independently of natural, social, or divine restrains (Encyclopedia Britannica).” For example, an opportunity to become an intern at the Disney World in Florida was presented to me. I could choose to take it for the experiences that it could possibly offer, or I could leave it and continue my academics at the university. Based on the genuine alternatives, I choose with my free will to go to Florida. Due to the fact that one chooses his actions among options available, then one is hold morally responsible for the consequences that come along with the decisions. Thesis…  

The rationales of determinism and free will sound fairly simple and valid, yet why are there so many debates about it? The core to all these controversies is that philosophers in actuality care about whether human are the products of determinism or free will. Do humans really follow a determinate path of causes and effects? Or are humans free to choose how they act? Are humans morally responsible for their actions?


The fundamental argument for determinism is that since all events are determined by previous causes and humans commit events and actions, therefore humans must be determined by previous causes. Another significant feature of their argument is that the determinists suppose that since all human actions are determined by causes in a fixed route, they cannot alter what is determined. Therefore, humans cannot be held morally responsible for their actions because they do not have the freedom to be morally responsible. Determinism can be categorized into five different types: ethical determinism, logical determinism, theological determinism, physical determinism, and psychological determinism. The ethical determinism is based on the belief that men’s actions are determined by the apparent good. Every man will always choose what is best for him and his “will.” Logical determinism, which is often called fatalism, holds that the lives of men are determined and what is determined to happen will happen inevitably. There is only two possibilities, either it happens, or it won’t happen. Theological determinism rose along with the development of Christian theology that God is all good, omniscient, and omnipotent. Theological determinists believe that everything that occurs in the universe is dependent upon the will of the God, and there can be no exceptions to future’s pre-set patterns. Another approach to determinism is actually through physical science. Modern scientists argues that evidence suggest that the atoms in nature follow determined sets of rules and conform mathematical formulas which predict their regularity. The actions of humans are determined, no longer in the sense of God, fate, or moral, but rather the laws of nature. Another aspect of determinism is the psychological determinism. The psychological determinists are in agreement with ethical determinists in that men’s actions are determined by their will and inner activities, but they also believe that these causes are activities led by the mental “mind” instead of the physical “brain” (The Encyclopedia of Philosophy 359-67). The determinists believe that given all the external circumstances and psychological states, one can accurately determine the behaviors of humans. 


There are people (many of them whom believe in free will) who question the validity of determinism. One might argue that when a man makes a choice, he is indeed using his free will because he could change his position at any time (Lawhead 344). Sometimes when the decision gets too difficult he might even wager for the decision. When he is flipping the coin, the randomness and unpredictability makes it obvious that perhaps human actions are not determined. Even with the sophisticated modern mathematics, one can only predict a “probability.” Determinism is perhaps theoretically possible; but in reality, humans are such complex creatures that the best one could do is to provide a best estimation base on given characteristics and circumstances. In the case of ethical determinism, it is true that under normal conditions, a man would most likely chose good over bad, greater over less. However, at times a man’s desires or wants might come in conflict with his reasoning ability, therefore he might not be able to chose based on such determined ethical standards (Encyclopedia of Britannica). Moreover, people differ in their view of what is the best for them. A hedonist might of have a different reference point than a rationalist. As for the other views of determinism, one has to take into consideration that theories cannot be proven based on ambiguous principles. One cannot argue for determinism by using matters of faith such as fate and religion. Even if the arguments are valid, they are nonetheless based on assumed premises thus do not have credibility in reality. As for the scientific aspect, the modern science have discovered that atoms on a subatomic level can be quite spontaneous. These molecules are quite unpredictable in their location and they sometimes change their orbit without any cause at all. This suggests that perhaps there is an uncertainty in the nature as well. Thus, one can safely conclude that humans too, could have such freedom regarding matters of their lives. Furthermore, the determinists claims causal relationships using very vague terms. For example, one goes through elementary school, middle school, junior high, then is expected to finish senior high. However, just because that junior high come before senior high does not necessarily mean that it is the cause of it. My conception is certainly not the cause of my writing a philosophy paper. Another popular argument the determinists often employee is that humans only experience free will because they cannot see all the external and psychological factors; if humans could see the whole picture, then they would no doubt see the determinism in their lives (The Free Will/Determinism Paradox). This is a perfect example of “begging the question.” Just because that humans do not know all the factors and events that determines the world does not necessarily mean that they exist. Also, the determinists contradicted their principles because a determinist must support that both him and the nondeterminist are determined to believe in the way that they believe; but the determinists are simultaneously attempting to prove the nondeterminists wrong. This would provide room for other alternatives. However, the biggest problem with determinism is that they jump into hasty conclusions based on insufficient evidence. The determinists believe that since humans’ biological make-up and external factors could determine their behavior in some cases, does not imply that it is applicable to all cases. Humans are perhaps more influenced by their genetic inherences and environmental factors than determined by them. Even giving all information (which is not practical), the best one can do is to provide an educated guess. Being the rational creatures that humans are, it is good to look for causes to our action, but that does not mean that there will always be a casual relationship (Lawhead 363).


The close examination of determinism demonstrated that determinism have many faults. So, is free will necessarily a better choice? People who believed in free will did not view humans as the components of the machinery of the universe. There are many scholars who support free will. They believe that humans’ intuitions of free will are sufficient and evident. The indeterminists claim that some events in human lives are uncaused. There are also philosophers who believe in agency theory, which is “a version of libertarianism that rejects both determinism and indeterminism, it claims that events are brought about by agents” (Lawhead 365). The most extreme version of free will is the radical existential freedom, in which supporters believe that humans are always free,. Even though humans may have features which they cannot choose, they nonetheless have the ability to shape their own decisions.  An important aspect of a libertarians (people who believe in free will) is that they do not assume that all human actions are free and independent. Free will perhaps contribute the most in its mysterious psychological point of view. Humans deliberate about decisions and it in turn provides them a sense of identity. As Anthony Burgess said in the early passage, “when a man cannot choose, he ceases to be a man.” Science has not fully understood the concept of free will. However, psychologists do believe that the ability to chose actions and master lives could be developed in individuals. Libertarianism (another term for free will) possess a highly practical prospect: its belief in moral responsibility. The entire human civilization is build upon this footstone. The society issues rewards and punishments based on each individual’s action because they assume that human have the ability to make free choices and take the consequences for those choices. Free will is even deeper rooted in democracy. Writer Marvin Minsky once commented that "No matter that the physical world provides no room for freedom of will: that concept is essential to our models of the mental realm. Too much of our psychology is based on it for us to ever give it up.” 


Critics of free will claim that it is only an illusion or an arbitrary choice. Examining from a scientific point of view, the physical determinists would argue that free will conflicts with the basic laws of nature. Natural events such as earthquaks, solar eclipses, and diseases are all determined incidents with causes. The determinists feel that by seeking for causual relationships humans could gain a better understanding of the world than baseing their faith on a self-fulfilling prophecy. Free will also defys the universal causation theory and bring forth a question of uncaused events. Furthermore, free will seems to be a rather egotistic idea in which a person fails to notice the influences of the genetic pool and his environment. For example, people who are under the influence of hypnotism and dreams are unconsciously being manipulated by external factors. Similarly, extrovert people are more successful at public speaking than introverts. In this case, genetic inheritance obviously played an important role.   


Taking all of the facts and critisms of determinism and free will into consideration, one sees that there are defects and benefits to both views. As psychology rapidly matures, it is convincing that human actions are strongly influenced by their genetic characteristics such as intelligence and personality. To what degree does it effect a person is still a mystery. External factors also play a fundamentally significant role in human behaviors. The culture one is raised in, the influence of one’s peer group, and other factors ranging anywhere from family, religion to the amount of sleep one gets could all effect a person’s behavior dramaticlly. However, it is not safe to conclude that human behaviors are determined by them entirely, this theory is neither pragmatic nor sound. Then, one might ask, is free will the better solution? Not necessarily. If one could discredit theological determinism and logical determinism because they are based on faith, then it is equally fair in degrading the credibility of free will because it still remains an abstract term that rely on the human psyche. It definitely needs more factual evidence to elevate its credibility and the term itself still needs to be operationally defined. However, the belief of free will serves benefits to society as well as the individuals. Humans are all born with the possibility of free will, it is up to them to decided whether it should be expanded under circumstances. Based on solid evidence, determinism is more concrete in its structure. Nonetheless, free will has its own shares of appeal. Being entirely persuaded by free will flatters one’s egoism, yet obeying determinism completely undermines human capability. In the case of the behavior of Alex’ child, it is most rational to say that his action can be best concluded as a continuation of his genetic code and external influences such as how he is raised. However, it is up to the child to decide his identity based on his logic and reason. Perhaps this is the best adaptability of humans could achieve in reaction to this predictable yet uncertain universe.
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