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Determinism and Free Will

A Dialectical Inquiry

This is a debate attempting to show that determinism and free will are not mutually exclusive and that combined they make a useful moral platform for life’s decisions.  For conciseness, I have simply put the opposing arguments in italics:

Can I assume that things are at least partially determined by cause and effect, that in everyday life, things are basically predictable?  A stone when dropped will generally fall to the ground.  A lot of evidence exists for there being at least some events that are predictable.

Couldn’t everything simply be God’s will?  
Well, then God’s will shows at least a certain degree of consistency, and amounts to the same thing.  The argument rests on consistency of laws, not on what those laws are.  Can we agree that life has at least some small degree of consistency, that some events are predictable by cause and effect?

But are any predictable with 100% certainty?
No, I’ll give you that.  And this isn’t an argument that can be proven with 100% certainty either.  My claim is that this is a possible and likely view of the world.  But determinism is not the same thing as predictability.  Assuming everything is determined, total predictability still requires another step: near-infinite knowledge.  

Oh?  How so?
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Isn’t the ability to predict things dependent on knowledge?  Doesn’t someone who is an expert on horses have a better chance of predicting the outcome of a race, and someone who knows that a particular horse just went lame a better chance still?  But to know exactly what will happen to that horse one would need to know everything about the track, the horse, the rider, and the list goes on.  So can we agree that events can be predicted with varying degrees of certainty (depending at least partly on our knowledge), that at least some things are beyond reasonable doubt predictable by some sort of laws of cause and effect?

Yes, but what about the other part?  What about coincidences, miracles, and chance?  Surely you don’t believe that cause and effect determine human reactions, the fortunes of war, whether Cicero was assassinated, and Socrates’ decision to end his life?

But if you assume that there is another side, something other than a rational (and therefore consistent) law that governs some aspects of the world, there are two questions that remain.  Where do you draw the line between the determinable and the indeterminable, and what kind of “non-rational” or inconsistent law can bring events about? 

There have been many answers posed to those two questions throughout history, including the “swerving” of atoms to explain free will in the Epicurean Atomist Theory (Melchert p. 203), which is otherwise identical to the determinism you argue for.  
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But since the factual truth of your argument cannot be proved or disproved, this becomes a discussion either of likelihood of the truth of determinism, based on empirical evidence, or a moral discussion, based on the effects of determinism on the lives of those who believe in it.  

The amount of empirical evidence needed to establish any likelihood for a claim of this magnitude is beyond the scope of this discussion.  As for the practical good of such a belief, determinism without “swerving atoms” or some such dodge usually leads to the claim that all morality is irrelevant because we have no power of choice.  How is moral determinism possible?  Or do you reject morality as well?
The problem that people have reconciling free will and determinism stems from our difficulty in distinguishing between the world and our perception of it.  The inability to see oneself from an objective viewpoint makes in nearly impossible to separate the causes of events.  People tend to think linearly, to think that one thing is doing the affecting while the other thing is being affected, which leads to one of two fallacies: you control what happens, or the rest of the world does.

And what makes these beliefs fallacies?  What is wrong with either?

The first fallacy is easy to combat.  To say that people are always in control of what happens to them is naïve.  In the war between the general “you” and “the world”, you will lose, because the world contains a whole lot of other people to whom this philosophy would also claim to apply.  When two people enter a contest, one must 
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emerge a winner and one a loser.  You are only in control of your destiny to the extent that you are a winner. 

So total free will is refuted.  But we are arguing not for truth but for practicality, and can’t a false belief be as useful as an unproven one?  What of the morality of taking full responsibility for one’s actions, or of karma in Eastern philosophies?

The total free will theory does more than just make you take full responsibility for your actions, it also calls you to task for everything that happens to you.  In literature it is a wonderful metaphysic.  Plautus’ The Braggart Soldier is an example of this.  Everyone gets their just desserts, based on their actions.  Pyrgopolynices loses his slave and his concubine because of his lust for lechery, and even admits in the end “the verdict’s just.”  Artotrogus, his slave, succeeds by thinking of a plan that is far deeper than his pompous idiot of a master can fathom.  Each character succeeds or fails based on his or her wise or foolish decisions.  

But the world is messier than a play.  In practice bad things can happen to good people.  Total free will teaches morality (in the sense of duty to everything other than yourself) very well.  Too well.  If you believe that everything good or bad that happens to you is because of corresponding actions toward the world on your part, when you become an innocent victim of misfortune you will suffer doubly: once from the world, and once from the guilt that claims that it must have been your fault (just ask Ed Langerak.  This example is from his lecture), for example when Job asks God what he did to deserve his 
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suffering, and curses the day of his birth.  Also, your morality itself suffers then because if you had been doing right and bad things happened anyway, this philosophy would lead you to assume right was wrong and to change your ways.

Ok, but what about partial free will, for example the Stoic idea that you only have control over your attitude, not what happens to you, or the Epicurean idea of the “swerving atoms”?  (Epictetus’ Handbook and Melchert chapter 8)

To answer that, first I need to attack the other half of the linear misconception: that the world is the cause of events and people are helplessly affected by them.  This is the idea that leads to such fatalistic literature as Oedipus the King.  The weak point in Oedipus is that it is difficult to get any universal moral claims out of it.  Since it implies that his fate could not be escaped, it does nothing toward helping us make good decisions in our own lives.  As a literary perspective it may be useful, but as a view of life it is dangerous, because this is the view that causes the rejection of morality itself.

So, having attacked both sides of your “linear misconception”, what do you propose?  The Stoic or the Epicurean ideas of partial free will?  Are these compatible with determinism, or is this a paradox?  

The Epicureans simply took a logically consistent fundamental view and “doctored” it to fit their perspective.  The Stoics don’t argue for determinism.  My point is similar to theirs in the end, but retains the logical consistency of determinism.  I’m arguing for pure determinism and pure free will, not a line drawn between the two.
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The solution to the apparent paradox lies in thinking outside the above-mentioned linear box.  Linearity assumes that either A affects B or B affects A, when in reality our decisions are being shaped by the world’s events and shaping them at the same time.  This makes a non-linear system, where it is almost impossible to separate the cause from the effect.  Thus it is not always possible to determine who or what “decides” the outcome of an event, because everything involved in the event is affecting everything else simultaneously.  Suppose I am playing the game rock-paper-scissors, and somehow have the ability to know in advance what my opponent will do (in other words I know the consequences of my actions).  It seems I am making all the choices, but isn’t it my opponent’s decision of which symbol to make with his hand that causes each of my decisions?

But you don’t have to play to win; you could choose to make any symbol you want.


Yes, but this is where your definition of free will comes into question.  My choice depends on the context in which I’m playing.  If I’m trying to prove your free will point, or make my opponent happy, I’ll lose on purpose.  This constitutes a victory for my goals.  If I’m trying to win, I’ll do that.  If I don’t like conflict, I’ll draw.  So whatever I’m trying to do, the actual symbol I make is controlled by my opponent’s action.  I have free will to try to “win” the game, but the game I’m trying to win and my ability to win it depend on the circumstances I’m in.  This is where the two philosophies connect.  You 
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could say that we ultimately try to “win” the game of life, that we make the best choice in light of our current state of mind.  But our state of mind and the knowledge given us to decide with depend on everything that has happened before, which depends on everything before that, ad infinitum.  


Doing nothing is still an action, refusal to commit to a decision is still a decision, and rejecting morality is a kind of moral choice.  If you reject morality, according to determinist thought you do so for a reason, because you heard a philosopher spouting half a philosophy without the other half.  From his perspective, he didn’t have to say what he did; from your perspective, you didn’t have to believe him; from God’s perspective, you made the choices you did because of who you were.  So the difficulty is not two irreconcilable ideas, of free will and determinism, but two irreconcilable viewpoints, of God and the individual.


And what is the practical moral value of this view?


It achieves the balance the Stoics make between those things that are “up to us” and those things that are not, without drawing a hard and fast line between them.  There are always things we can affect to varying degrees, but we don’t even have complete control over our own minds.  Rather than a distinction between internal and external, there are a myriad of causes and effects for us to explore.  Nothing is really our fault, yet there is always something better we might have done, had we known what we know now.  But from our perspective, trapped in time, the past is already written and the future is not.  
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And so we move on, and the greater our knowledge the more likely it is that cause and effect will lead us to good decisions in the future.
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