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How Shall We Think of the Future?

ÅTwo different visions

ïOne, the unfolding of inevitable, pre-determined 
events

ïTwo, as possibilities

ïAre more things possible than actually happen?



SlumdogVs. Terminator



SlumdogVs. Terminator

Åά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŦŀǘŜ 
but what we 
make for 
ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎέ 



SlumdogVs. Terminator

άvǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ Iƻǿ ŘƛŘ ƘŜ 
do it? (A) He cheated. 
ό.ύ IŜ ƛǎ ƭǳŎƪȅΦ ό/ύ IŜΩǎ ŀ 
ƎŜƴƛǳǎΦ ό5ύ Lǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴέ

Answer: D



Different Visions of the Future

ÅMany possibilities, paths leading in different 
directions, choices

ÅOR

ÅEverything is determined in advance, and 
there is only one possible future

ÅThe first offers much scope for free will; the 
second, not so much



Determinism

ÅPierre Simon LaPlace(1749-1827)

ÅIf we could know the precise situation of every 
particle in the universe now, plus all the laws 
of nature, we could calculate the future with 
complete accuracy and precision

ÅThus, there is only one possible future, and it 
is already determined



5ŜōŀǘƛƴƎ CǊŜŜ ²ƛƭƭΧ .ǳǘ ²Ƙŀǘ Lǎ LǘΚ

ÅExemption from causality ?

ÅSouls/minds causing behavior ?

ÅDecide on your own ?

ïActing against external pressure ?

ÅMorally responsible choices ?

ÅLegal, political freedom? 



The Classic (but Wrong?) Debate: 
Determinism Vs. Free Will

ÅDeterminism is the view that causal principles of 
άƭŀǿǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜέ ƳŀƪŜ ƻƴŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǇŀǘƘ 
inevitable

ÅSome say, because everything has a cause, there 
can be no free will

ÅBut causality is not the problem

ÅThere are many kinds of causes, and free will 
could be just one more

Å!ƭǎƻ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƛƭƛǎǘƛŎΣ ƴƻǘ 
deterministic



Uselessness of Determinism
(Causal Inevitability: Only One 

Possible Future)

ÅUnworkable as basis for psychological theory, 
for understanding mind and behavior

ÅPsychological phenomena involve multiple 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜǎΧ



Might Happen and Might Not Happen

ÅEssential to human psychology: many 
phenomena & processes are based on 
multiple possibilities

Å(Assuming multiple possible futures violates 
determinism)



Things That Might Happen 
Yet Might Not Happen

ÅThreat, danger, opportunity, affordance

ÅSuccess, failure, competition

ÅChoice among alternatives, control

ÅMoral judgment, responsibility

ÅContingencies, planning, revising

ÅNegotiation, compromise

ÅPromise, obligation, commitment



Death, the Inevitable Future?

ÅSome theories say most psychology, even 
most human activity, is affected by knowing 
that we will all die, inevitably

ÅBut people hardly ever think about that

ÅIn contrast, a particular threat of dying will 
attract much thinking

ïMight die but might not

ïPragmatic thinking: to avoid dying



Uselessness of DeterminismŎƻƴǘΩŘ

ÅUnworkable as basis for understanding mind

ÅPsychological phenomena involve multiple 
possible alternatives

ÅSituation structurecontains possibilities

ÅAgency, control, choiceinherently based on 
multiple possibilities



Uselessness of Determinism

ÅALSO determinism is unworkable as basis for 
living daily life:

ÅThe purpose of thinking about the future is 
pragmatic

ïPlan what to do

ïPrepare for what is coming

ïAdjust ourselves to future events



Åά²Ŝ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ 
ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦέ 

-- J. Sherman



ÅThe human psyche is in part something that 
makes choices

ÅHuman choosing is different and more 
advanced than what other apes do

ÅWe can understand free will as being what is 
special & different about human choosing



{ƻŎƛŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘΩǎ Task(s) for 
Understanding Free Will

ÅExplain how (and why) humans developed 
new form of action control

ÅExplain how people behave in situations 
that have multiple possible outcomes



Anderson: More is Different

ÅCan everything ultimately be explained by the 
laws of physics?
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Anderson: More is Different

ÅCan everything ultimately be explained by the 
laws of physics?

ÅNo !

ÅNothing can violate them.

ÅBut there are other causes that work with and 
through them.



Anderson: More is Different

ÅEconomics, Sociology

ÅPsychology

ÅPhysiology

ÅBiology

ÅChemistry

ÅPhysics



ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƳƻƭŜŎǳƭŜǎΦ 
9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ƛǎ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΦέ

- James Watson



Chemicals: Atoms / Molecules
Oxygen
Carbon
Hydrogen
Nitrogen
Calcium
Phosphorus
Potassium
Sulfur
Sodium
Magnesium
Copper, Zinc, Selenium, Molybdenum, Fluorine, Chlorine, Iodine, Manganese, Cobalt, 
Iron, Lithium, Strontium, Aluminum, Lead, Vanadium, Arsenic, Bromine
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{ŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ CǊŜŜ ²ƛƭƭΧ

ÅCausal

ÅNot supernatural

ÅConsistent with evolution

ÅAll or nothing?



Not All or Nothing

ÅSome acts are freer than others

ÅIndividual capacity fluctuates

ï9Ǿƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŦǊŜŜ 
will



In (Psychological) Practice, What is 
Free Will?

ÅSelf-control

ÅDecision making

ÅInitiative (active rather than passive behavior)



Free Will

ÅAs a high level of self-organization

ÅAction based on ideas, meanings

ïIncluding ideas about the future

ÅAutonomy

ÅResponsibility



Evolution of Free Will





Complex Decisions



What Free Will Evolved for

ÅNatural selection as success at 
survival & reproduction

ÅIǳƳŀƴƪƛƴŘΩǎ unusual strategy 



WhatMakes Us Human?

ÅThe distinctively human traits are those 
designed to enable us to create, sustain, and 
function in culture
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WhatMakes Us Human?

ÅThe distinctively human traits are those 
designed to enable us to create, sustain, and 
function in culture
ÅE.g., evolved capabilities for language

ÅAnd so free will !



Animal Behavior

ÅStuck in time

ïHere and now

ÅRespond to immediate stimulus

ÅInstincts, inner drives, reinforcement 

history

ïRelatively little executive function

ÅéUnsuitable for culture










