
Un-Willing
An Inquiry into the Rise of Will’s Power 
and an Attempt to Undo It

Eva Brann

pdb
Paul Dry Books
Philadelphia  2014

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   3 8/18/14   3:00 PM



Contents

	 	 Preface	 xi

	 I	 Before	Will	 1
  a. Homer: The “Will” of Zeus 3
  B. socrates: Will-less Philosophy 3
  C. aristotle: Choice as reasoned Desire 9

	 II	 Pivot	Points	 14
  a. lucretius: random swerve 14
  B. stoics: Implicit Will 15
  1.  Cicero: Distress-Avoidance 16
  2.  Epictetus: “Up to Us” 18
  3.  Marcus Aurelius: The Comfort of Facts 22
  C. augustine: The Discovery of the Will 23
  D. Descartes: Will’s Power 37

	 III	 Mainliners	and	Extremists	 44
  a. Thomas aquinas: Intellectual appetite 44
  B. Duns scotus: rational Will 60
  C. ockham: absolute Will 64

	 IV	 Will	Reduced	 70
  a. Hobbes: last Moment 70
  B. locke (and leibniz): Mitigated reduction 75
  C. Hume: Will Disconnected 81

	 V	 The	Will	as	Ego-Founder	 88
  a. kant: subject-Will 88
  B. Fichte: Primeval Will 103

	 VI	 A	Linguistic	Interlude	 111
  a. Etymology and syntax 111
  B. Will’s Futurity 114

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   7 8/18/14   3:00 PM



viii	 	 con T E n T s

	 VII	 Un-possessed	Will:	Communal and Cosmic	 117
  a. rousseau: General Will 117
  B. schopenhauer: Ill Will 122
  C. Nietzsche: Will Triumphant 130

	VIII	 Will’s	Last	ontologies	 137
  a. Hegel: Dialectical Will 137
  B. Bergson: Time-intensive Will 147
  C. Peirce: Two-faced Will 152
  D. Heidegger: Waffling Will 155
  E. sartre: Freedom First 163

	 IX	 compatibilism:	An Academic Question	 175

	 X	 The	science	of	Will:	Neuroscience and Psychiatry	 187
  a. libet: readiness Potential 188
  B. Mele: Critique 191
  C. ainslie: Intertemporal Bargaining 193
  D. Tse: Criterial Causation 197

	 XI	 Will	overwhelmed:	Into the Twenty-first Century	 205
  a. Illusion: Wegner 208
  B. Intention: anscombe 211
  C. agency: Causality 214
  D. self: subject 219
  E. Freedom: Thinking 224
  F. Will Collected 226

	 	 conclusion:	Un-willing	 232
  a. Will-summaries 232
  B. Will undelineated 243
  C. Will un-willed 245
  1.  Socrates 246
  2.  Free Will and Will 251
  3.  Un-willed Life 254

	 	 notes	 265

	 	 Index	 357

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   8 8/18/14   3:00 PM



List of Substantive Notes

In the extensive Notes section at the back of the book, a number of the 
notes are substantive enough to deserve a listing of their own. Here is a 
brief guide to them, arranged by chapter:

chapter	I

shakespeare: note 25, page 267
Historical Inquiry: note 34, page 268

chapter	III

Eriugena and Plotinus: note 1, page 274
shakespeare: note 6, page 277
simon: note 35, page 279
Influence and abstractions: note 48, page 281
Erasmus and luther: note 65, page 284

chapter	IV

Molina: note 14, page 287
Hume, Enquiry: note 34, page 290

chapter	V

schelling: note 33, page 296

chapter	VII

spinoza: note 1, page 302
Mann: note 28, page 304
Heidegger on “Eternal return”: note 51, page 306
Nietzschean repercussions: note 57, page 306

chapter	VIII

Hegel on Will in the World: note 28, page 310
oresme: note 30, page 314
James: note 47, page 316

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   9 8/18/14   3:00 PM



x	 	 L I s T 	oF 	 sU B s TA n T I V E 	no T E s

Dewey: note 48, page 318
Tolstoy: note 60, page 319
scheler: note 61, page 320
Derivation and Priority: note 73, page 322
ricoeur: note 96, page 324
Moore: note 97, page 325
Wittgenstein and ryle: note 100, page 326

chapter	IX

Bibliographic review: page 329
academic Compatibilism and Changing the Past: note 1, page 330
social Consequences of Hard Determinism: note 4, page 333
Boethius’s Theological and Hartley’s Fictional Compatibilism: 

note 21, page 336

chapter	X

Bibliographic review: page 337
ribot: note 18, page 339
Will Power: note 24, page 340

chapter	XI

Bibliographic review: page 340
searle: note 10, page 342
Intending: note 16, page 343
agency: note 18, page 343
Blondel: note 21, page 344
Distributed Will: note 27, page 345
agency and Naturalistic Consciousness: note 28, page 345
soul and self: notes 29, 30, 37, pages 346, 347
Dennett: note 46, page 348

conclusion

West and East: note 8, page 351

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   10 8/18/14   3:00 PM



Preface

I should begin with the title of this book: uN-WIllING. read it, please, 
as a double entendre. 1. To unwill (its participle being “unwilling”) is a 
legitimate verb, meaning “to divest of volition.” (I had considered “The 
Devolition of the Will,” but that was too cute by half, though the volition’s 
devolution, its retrograde evolution, is just what I wish for.) 2. “unwilling” 
is also a participial adjective signifying “disinclination, aversion.” Together 
these two terms exactly capture my intention: an aversion to the forcible 
meaning (defensibly the most characteristic one) of will, and a desire (not 
very hopefully held) to contribute to its diminishment, in others and cer-
tainly in myself: an early title of the book was “against My Will.”1

Then there is the name of the subject itself. In the literature you will 
find “freewill,” “free-will,” “free will,” “will.” These terms carry more bag-
gage than you might think; precision would be out of place here, but a 
question will do: Is “will” just short for “freewill,” meaning that will is 
ipso facto, inherently, free, so that “unfree will” would be a contradiction 
in terms? Is “free” a qualifying adjective applicable to will in gradations 
of intrisicality? or does freedom belong only to choice, decision (liberum 
arbitrium), which is but a single moment in the long process of willing? To 
be up-front about it: I shall be finding some reasons for marginally prefer-
ring to assign the locus of free decision to the latter, choice, rather than to 
the former, an inherently more or less free will—but not enough reason to 
find either of these options satisfactory. Because even when put in terms of 
will, choice, or decision, human freedom remains unintelligible, even inde-
fensible—for it becomes a problem not so much wonderfully perennial as 
peskily everlasting, of the sort kant called “dialectical,” hopelessly mired 
in logically assertible pros and cons. To me freedom seems a—highly con-
ditioned—human fact, not attached to any one faculty, a notion that I shall 
try to delineate in the Conclusion.

Next, I shall pirate a saying of conservatives: “If it’s not necessary to 
change, then it’s necessary not to change.” Here is my adapted version: “If 
it’s not necessary to assume a will, then it’s necessary not to assume a will.” 
In this book (which I’ve tried, not very successfully, to keep brief—preg-
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nant brevity being the one preservative of life-time that might really be in 
our power) I’ll attempt, then, to show that even as the notion of willing 
was once devised, so it can be un-devised, probably for the better. This will 
began as a perverse potency for resistance to God, and God having been 
occluded, it morphed into an approved power of internal discipline, con-
sequent self-assertion, and thus, finally, into externally asserted control. It 
also cast loose from souls and was reconstituted as an impersonal force to 
be—willy-nilly—acknowledged and obeyed.

My plan is to specify these sweeping claims by attaching authors to 
them. I go about my inquiry in this way to protect myself from any embar-
rassing imputation of innovation. In my reading around the subject at 
hand—admittedly not exhaustive, or writing never would have begun—
I’ve learned that often the theory of the day derives its novel charm from 
a blissful ignorance of the tradition. such salutary unknowing is just what 
we do indeed encourage in our students, so that their thought shall be their 
own—their own attempts at truth, not novel inventions for display; the for-
mer earns our respect, the latter only the world’s kudos. In thinking things 
out we should, I think, not go for newness but adequacy.2

The specific good, however, of going first to old writings is to gain 
insight into life before the will. This condition is not a state of “having let 
go” (Gelassenheit) of self, Western-style, or the “blow-out” (Nirvana) of 
desire, Eastern-mode, but one of impassioned thoughtfulness—a way as 
open to human beings now as it was some two and a half millennia ago. or 
so I believe and will attempt to make plausible. It is a mode—the Greeks 
called it phronesis, “mindfulness”—whose tenor is not dead serious, dis-
tantly academic, but live serious, engagedly human.3

I do not think that the will as it occurs in one strong strain of post-
classical books is a very lovable subject. and since it seems to me that 
study should not too often be a willful engagement with what is repellent, 
I want to say how this book on the will came to be. There were three fac-
ets of our interiority that had previously fascinated me: First, the imagi-
nation, that interface between soul and world upon which are projected 
those annex- and counter-worlds that expand our mere existence. sec-
ond, time, that lamination of the soul through which the point-present 
loses its dominion over us by extending our being into layers of past and 
reaches of future—but which, conceived as an external force, becomes a 
tyrant. and third, negation, our power of distinction, definition, delimi-
tation in thought, and of aversive denial and positive receptivity in sensi-
bility—in short, our power of discrimination (a good word gone bad) and 
of resistance.4

The will was nowhere to be found in this trilogy, and I wondered why. 
My eventual answer was just the thesis of this book. Imagination, time, 
negation seem to me to be indefeasible aspects of our inner life: its scene, its 
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treasure, its insight. The will, however, is not a necessary facet of our own 
interiority. Why not?

Why not what? What will is to be un-done? some uses of the word seem 
perfectly fine to me. language-rectification is, in any case, repugnant to 
me; I think of my adopted tongue as infinitely receptive to transgression—
on the condition that the innovators know the tradition they are subvert-
ing: to trespass really felicitously, you have to know the territory pretty 
comprehensively. I will not ludicrously propose eradicating “I will” from 
our usage or avoiding edifying discourse—in any case somewhat out of 
style—that recommends the activation of will power. In fact, there seem to 
me to be contingencies when a dose of willfulness, of undeflectable bull-
ing-through, is very salutary.

and yet—will power as a daily virtue is precisely what I don’t have 
much faith in. so, to start with, that term will help me to a preliminary 
delineation of that more limited, concentrated notion of the will with 
which this book is—unfavorably—to deal. “Will power” I take to betoken 
a capacity for self-discipline, understood as an independent virtue, to be 
admired in itself, aside from, even especially divorced from, a particular 
application. Here is an example:

The imaginary German author who is the hero of Thomas Mann’s 
Death in Venice, Gustav von aschenbach, a writer become a classic in his 
own life and a man of lifelong self-control (whose will is to be devastated 
by a late-life passion) is depicted by a subtle observer as living life thus: here 
he shows a tightly clenched left fist; and never thus: and here he opens his 
hand and lets it hang comfortably over the arm of his chair. Forcibleness, 
resistance to opposing power as an end in itself, is the essence of will in the 
narrow sense; it may have a purpose beyond mere selfhood asserted, but 
that end is secondary. The laudatory name of this will gone passionate is 
pride—but recall that pride is also the evil name of satan’s vice.5

I cannot argue that such a will—the kind that Victorian pedagogues 
thought it their duty to break in children—is not a naturally developed 
propensity. Will is agreed to be to the fore in two-year-olds. Indeed, these 
demonic humans (my favorite age, as a one-time kindergarten volun-
teer) know what they are about. “I want not to want” is the most memora-
bly revealing description of willfulness as reflexive intensity—the purest 
expression of will—that I know, uttered by a two-and-a-half-year-old 
whom I was trying to baby-sit ages ago and attempting to propitiate with 
offers of goodies. It is so illuminating because it expresses a not entirely 
sinless sense of the dual relation of the will, both to a want, to an external 
desired object, and to a self, a self-concerned reflexive being. However, like 
our appendix, some human attributes are natural without being necessary.6

In this book I intend to take up as well a notion of will, alluded to 
above, that is in no way natural but is a sheer artifact of misguided human 
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inventiveness: the hyper-individual will, will cast loose from its moorings 
in the human constitution to become a world force. To me it is a simply 
pernicious notion, since this pre-human willfulness is, apparently inev-
itably, arrogated by very human individuals who claim to be this will’s 
accredited agents.

so I am confessing to a prejudgment, precisely in the hope that it will 
not be thought to have prevented me from doing justice to the authors of 
whose work I shall be giving interpretative reports. For I have chosen them 
because they are, one by one, plain interesting to study and illuminating 
about a murky topic. some of these writers of stature do mark an epoch or 
are marked by it. But far be it from me to imagine that they mold or express 
its spirit, for although epochs, times, are loosely spoken of as dominated 
by an idea, or having a spirit, they are not really a kind of substance such 
as can generate the one or sustain the other. If a problem becomes perva-
sive for a time, “its time,” it is, I am persuaded, for the perfectly mundane 
reason that people take their opinions from those who aptly enunciate 
what circumstances have prepared them to hear—and they, in turn, prop-
agate a sometimes deformed or diminished version. That’s why it pays to 
go back to original texts. (This passing-about of opinions, and the associ-
ated notion of “influence” will be a continual concern in this book.) My 
sometimes a-chronically arranged chapters express my de-linking of “a 
time” and “its” ideas.

To distinguish my comments from the reports of texts, I have often 
enclosed the former in parentheses. Moreover, so as not to subject my 
reader to my—possibly not so welcome—obiter dicta, I have often rele-
gated them to the Endnotes; nonetheless that’s where some of the fun was, 
for me.

Furthermore, to avoid clutter, I have confined almost all external bib-
liographical references to the Endnotes and have foregone most internal, 
intra-textual references in favor of a fuller index. Every endnote appears at 
the end of a paragraph and usually refers to the black-letter items within it.

This book, as a readable object, owes a lot to the empathetic intelli-
gence of one of our students at st. John’s College, laura Cleveland. Her 
enthusiastic participation in its great books program prepared her to be the 
manuscript’s literal first reader as its typist. My warm thanks to her. My 
colleague Eric salem read the manuscript with keenly critical sympathy; 
his marginal comments were like a really good conversation, and I have 
joyfully plagiarized many of his succinct formulations of my meanings. To 
him goes my very heartfelt gratitude.

E.B.
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chapte r  X

The Science of Will

Neuroscience and Psychiatry

The unresolved—probably unresolvable—debate concerning the fate of 
will in the face of nature, which I set out in the preceding chapters, was 
carried on by writers who regard themselves as working in philosophy. on 
looking back over these not uninteresting yet unsatisfying efforts, what 
seemed to be amiss? I think it was a deficiency in the phenomenology of 
will being brought to bear on the issue. Put another way: The debate about 
the relation of the possible freedom of human beings to the accepted law-
boundness of natural events was too far removed from the inquiry into the 
experience of willing.

By phenomenology I mean the attempt to describe, to give a precise 
account of, what is to be found in our consciousness when we engage in 
willing; Thomas aquinas’s extended sequence, whose main elements are 
will, choice, decision, and execution (Ch. III, sec. a, herein), might be 
a model.1

The occasion for such a phenomenology in the contemporary mode is 
the fairly novel neuroscience of the will, backed up by cognitive science. 
The latter was an interdisciplinary effort (begun in the 1970s) to ana-
lyze—not only human—activities exhibiting intelligence. Whatever the 
approaches used—computer models, linguistic theories, psychological pro-
cesses—it was assumed that visible brain activities subserved the processes 
that were thus discerned. a decade later, the techniques now available to 
neuroscientists seemed to make it possible to turn conceptual hypotheses 
into observational results. It is significant that cognition and emotion fig-
ure far more in this research than willing—for the latter is more elusive as 
a definable phenomenon.2

yet the possibility not only of applying neuroscientific but also of sta-
tistical methods to the study of the will did spur on more modest analy-
ses of willing—modest in acknowledging the far-and-wide origins of any 
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act of will and the consequent difficulty in pin-pointing relevant brain 
activity. This approach, while it helped to mitigate the over-emphasis on 
the moment of decision, also gave more weight to the actual “executive 
moment,” to enacting the decision.3

A.	 Libet:	Readiness	Potential

Nonetheless, the most famous set of neuroscientific experiments, car-
ried out in the 1980s (and so actually quite old as neuroscience goes), by 
Benjamin libet, concentrated on just such a narrow aspect of willing—
small-scale decisions such as flexing a wrist—because a laboratory setting 
demanded a manageable time frame. In other words, the protocols of sci-
ence defined the object, nugatory decision-making.4

Before I give as minimal an account as possible of libet’s method, 
results, and interpretation of his research, let me state my conceptual and 
in-principle doubts up front: one, just mentioned, concerns the behav-
ior taken as displaying will, for example, wrist-flexings or finger-bend-
ings. Flexing or failing to flex in a hooked-up laboratory situation seems to 
me to have as much to do with human will as a twinge of lust when glued 
to a television screen has to do with eros; it comes from the same psychic 
region as willing but is too miniscule a phenomenon to represent a grand 
volitional complex.

a second doubt arises from the very fact that there is will involved, 
namely the willingness to cooperate in an experiment. This receptiveness 
seems to me to cast the experimental subject into a mental mode, a readi-
ness condition, that cannot help but affect reactions in some way—though 
an amateur is in no position to imagine a way of discounting the neuro-
nal consequences of a longer term co-operative disposition. Consequent 
question: Would the brain pattern of an unwilling or non-willing subject 
somehow tricked or stimulated into responding be the same or different? 
Is conscious willing neurologically distinct from a general readiness to 
respond anyhow, just to respond?

a third doubt comes from the immediate identification (general to will-
studies) of “unconscious” with “in the brain.” I mean something different 
from the all-but-universal assumption that all mentation is brain-based, 
under which consciousness is at the least distinguished from the effective 
brain activity as an “epiphenomenon,” a mere accompanying appearance. 
I am pointing to the assumption that what is unconscious, not at pres-
ent in my awareness, is not a kind of occluded consciousness, that all the 
memories not now before me but retrievable, or all the knowledge not now 
present to me but recollectable, all the intentions not now active in me but 
re-thinkable, are ipso facto nothing but neuronal conditions, active or inac-
tive. To put it another way, I have doubts about the assumed association: 

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   188 8/18/14   3:00 PM



The	science	of	Will	 	 189

(brain = unconscious) ´ potentially conscious, as opposed to this, implic-
itly rejected one: brain ´ (unconscious + epiphenomenal conscious).5

The libet experiments assume all three problematic elements. Much 
more fine-grained critiques will be reviewed below.6

Now to the experiment itself. libet himself gives a very clear summary:

I have taken an experimental approach to the question of whether we have 
free will. Freely voluntary acts are preceded by a specific electrical charge 
in the brain (the “readiness potential,” rP) that begins 550 msec. before 
the act. Human subjects became aware of intention to act 350–400 msec. 
after rP starts, but 200 msec. before the motor act. The volitional process 
is therefore initiated unconsciously. But the conscious function could still 
control the outcome; it can veto the act. Free will is therefore not excluded. 
These findings put constraints on views of how free will may operate; it 
would not initiate a voluntary act but it could control performance of the 
act. The findings also affect views of guilt and responsibility.7

Note the claims: 1. an “electrical charge in the brain” is interpreted as 
“the volitional charge is initiated unconsciously.” 2. Consciousness has a 
window of opportunity for control, for a veto. 3. These findings have (huge) 
human moral consequences.

There had been earlier experiments showing that voluntary acts, here 
moving a finger, were preceded by electrical activity in the brain, mea-
sured as electrical potentials (at the scalp) surrounding the action. The 
electrical activity, which occurred widely in the brain and started increas-
ing at 0.8 seconds before the voluntary finger movement, was named rP 
or “readiness potential.” But in these experiments, consciousness had not 
figured, so what they showed was only that brain activity preceded action, 
not intention. libet himself had done “a very tricky” experiment on the 
connection between the beginning of a stimulus (the pricking of the right 
hand) induced in the brain directly and awareness thereof; the latter lagged 
0.5 seconds behind cortical stimulation, although the subjective experi-
ence was that of simultaneity. libet interpreted this in terms of “subjec-
tive backward referral,” that is to say, an illusion of (contemporaneous) 
consciousness.8

The libet experiment on free will then brought together the need to 
introduce consciousness and the suspicion that it is not related tempo-
rally to a physical action in the way we, subjectively, experience it. Thus he 
undertook to research how the “time of conscious intention is related to the 
onset of cerebral activity (readiness potential).” The subject was instructed 
to bend his finger whenever he wanted, as an urge, intention, decision—
as “wanting” directed. repeated instances showed that on average brain 
activity began from 0.5 to just under 1 second before movement—a star-
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tling fact, because in ordinary experience such a free motion follows our 
decision to execute immediately, without delay. a fast rotating clock was 
provided for subjects to note and report the onset of their intention. These 
reports placed such awareness at 0.2 second before the movement. Hence 
between the commencement of readiness potential and of awareness there 
was a lag lasting from 0.3 to 0.7 seconds.

libet attached importance also to the 0.2 second before action: Here 
was a window of opportunity for conscious intervention—not to do, that 
having been decided—but to veto doing, to stop the action: “our conscious 
minds may not have free will but rather ‘free won’t.’”9

“The existence of a veto possibility is in no doubt.” (There are some 
urges, like those to shout obscenities in Tourette’s syndrome, that lack 
an rP altogether—no readiness, no final veto zone.) The veto itself, the 
aborted act, was in fact observed in the experiments. libet himself thinks 
that free will might be confined to the control of acts, and he points to the 
negative form which ethics so often takes, such as the nine prohibitions of 
the Ten Commandments.10

This concentration of our freedom on negation, on being free to be 
unwilling, to resist tempting opportunities seems to me very suggestive. 
recall that for kant, the presence of a good will is proved only by resistance 
to inclination. oddly, the test works, mutatis mutandis, for monkeys.11

There is an experiment in which those “behaving animals” were trained 
to make directed reaching movements (or to inhibit them) upon the ap-
pearance of a stimulus. There was found to be a time (a fraction of a sec-
ond) between the stimulus and the initiation of the movement, and this 
reaction time can be interpreted as a time when the movement is intended. 
The monkey can be instructed to delay the motion both when the stim-
ulus is still present and when it is turned off; in the latter case, when the 
“go” signal is given the animal is working from memory. There is a tech-
nique for monitoring the activity of neuronal populations for reaching- 
movements. In this experiment it was possible to read these neurons as 
indicating that during the “instructed delay,” whether memory was in-
volved or not, there is readiness for, but no execution of, movement. This 
gating of neural activity, “so that it remains a ‘motor speculation,’ so to 
speak, without being translated into an overt movement, is the essence of 
what makes a movement ‘voluntary.’”

In this animal analogue to intentional action, the intention is coun-
termanded without being deleted, or at least the neuronal activity looks 
that way. This does have features of that human criterion for free choice, 
here a pre-executive “being able to do otherwise.” For here to do other-
wise means to negate some original intention which must be somehow 
present before it can be abrogated. “strangely,” say the authors, “the best 
definition of voluntary movement seems to be ‘the opposite of involun-
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tary movement—that is, a movement that can be suppressed at will,” since 
involuntary movements, such as result from brain damage, cannot be thus 
suppressed. again, I find the “window of opportunity” for countermand-
ing the action that libet discovered and the readiness to make a reaching 
movement nonetheless not executed in the monkey experiment sugges-
tive: Whether the brain subserves or directs intention, it seems to track the 
will’s inherent relation to nay-saying—here a vaguely expressed notion, 
more of which in my Chapter XI.

Meanwhile, I return to the libet experiment. It has undergone close 
critical scrutiny without so far diminishing its influence. I began with put-
ting forth some very general in-principle doubts of libet-like experiments; 
I will end by reporting some of the more fine-grained critiques of their 
design and interpretation; all my misgivings appear in these, though in a 
more technical, experiment-specific version.12

B.	 Mele:	critique

alfred Mele, the most acute critic, begins by distinguishing, as libet does 
not, between an urge and an intention, in particular a “proximal inten-
tion,” one close up to the decision to act and evidently most often con-
nected to trifling acts. (Its complement, a distal intention, is one formed 
long before action; it cannot figure in these laboratory experiments, but 
it comes closer to the process of willing. Intentions are said by Mele to be 
“acquired,” that is, formed; the “how” of this formation—it has a whole life 
and its purpose behind it when regarded as part of willing—is not itself 
under investigation. Moreover, as I said, the very willingness to become 
a laboratory subject must involve a parallel sort of distal and persistent 
intention, stemming from one’s view of oneself.)13

Then one fundamental criticism is that libet is throwing together 
decision, intention, urge, wanting, will. These must be picked apart. Mere 
urges or wants are not intentions or volitions, since the latter are focused 
on executions. Quite aside from difficulties about the accuracy of aware-
ness-onset, reports in particular and in general about “cross-modal syn-
chronizations” (here at the same time becoming conscious and reading 
the fast-moving clock), it is not clear what libet’s readiness potential indi-
cates. Mele thinks it could well be an unconscious want or urge, that would 
be indicated by this pre-conscious brain activity rather than an uncon-
scious intention. so libet has not shown that the brain decides to initiate 
actions at a time before any reportable awareness of such a decision has 
taken place; Mele makes no claim to have shown the opposite, either. (one 
might go on to wonder whether one of libet’s “ethical implications,” that 
unexecuted urges, such as lustful longings, are not blameworthy, are not 
to be condemned as innate evil, because they are out of our control, also 
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becomes problematic—as an experimental implication, not necessarily as a 
moral truth—unless one wants to interpret the priority of brain action as a 
physiological basis for original sin!)14

Mele’s reinterpretation of the pre-conscious brain activity from a some-
what paradoxical “unconscious” intention to a more acceptable uncon-
scious urge seems to be an—incidental—example of the collapse of 
“unconscious” into “neural” mentioned above. (It is, at any rate, a conve-
nient postulate of brain study: “unconscious mental causation seems to be 
in the domain of normal science”—meaning, usually, that a psychologi-
cal hypothesis is legitimately tested in the terms of neurophysiological and 
other sciences. The convenience is in not getting into the problematic of 
unconscious mentality; “folk psychology” tends, I think, toward claiming 
psychic rather than neural ownership of “subconscious” activity, as I have 
suggested—but that is no recommendation to scientists.15

Finally, libet’s window of opportunity for consciously prohibiting will, 
the “veto”: The critique of this element, so startling in libet’s interpre-
tation, reveals the scientifically unacceptable philosophical basis of his 
experiment. For one thing, consciousness might be such that there is no 
clockable instant of time when it “begins.” Next, perhaps merely being con-
scious is not a guarantee of free will, certainly not if the states of conscious-
ness are in themselves “mechanistically” determined. Moreover, libet 
appears to assume a Cartesian, that is, a dual theory of mind and body, 
one in which mind can affect nature, namely reciprocally: Neural processes 
produce consciousness and as soon as it is present it, in turn, affects brain 
processes causally. a more precise critique considers intention. For libet, 
the intention to bend the finger, or rather to veto bending, is directly causal 
for abstaining—but “intentions are not direct cerebral causes,” says the 
critic (and I must wonder: then what is?). above all, the intention to act 
or to veto the act was preconceived, as it were, when the subject commit-
ted himself to the test. (Here enters the very kind of actual willing, a lon-
ger-range commitment, that seemed to me to stand in the way of regarding 
such tests as having to do with will to begin with—wrist-flickings and fin-
ger-bendings are not bona fide willings. To my mind such nugatory imme-
diacies are perfectly random, purely antic: I have no idea which of these 
indifferents I’ll execute now.)16

To read the hopeful experiment and the critical analysis is to grow 
skeptical of the will-watching enterprise. Thus the libet experiments 
induce the question, Can an experiment be devised that displays conscious 
intentions as doing any causal work? so Mele asks, Does an agent’s con-
scious proximal decision—one close to the intended action—ever have a 
determining place in a causal explanation of that action? (Note that his 
assumption here is the very one I doubt—that proximal, close-up deci-
sions on matters of human indifference really bear on freely willed action 
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as distinct from mere behavior.) Mele, however, devised such an imaginary 
experiment (one excluding physical correlates). The subject is instructed 
to make a then-and-there conscious decision to act, say, to press a button, 
that is, to be actively forming an intention and then to execute it. It is not, 
the thought experiment assumes, as plausible a claim that a subject good 
at following instructions would, at a certain time, have pressed the button 
on the basis of an unconscious decision, although he hadn’t formed a con-
scious decision, as it is that at that time he didn’t press the button because 
he hadn’t made the decision. That plausible preference in turn supports 
the claim that the fact that he did make such a decision at that time helps 
account for the fact that a little afterwards he did press the button. Mele 
himself points out that you can’t ever tell whether the subject did as told—
make a conscious decision. (as I said, to my mind, you can’t make a deci-
sion to do or refrain when you couldn’t care less. Moreover, it seems to me 
that this thought experiment is, for all its formalisms, to be ranged under 
the category of what used to be called a rhetorical proof, the kind dealing 
in the probable and the plausible. Perhaps proof—or disproof—of causal 
consciousness is in principle not possible.)17

Besides neuroscientific experiments, there are, of course, many psycho-
logical and psychiatric studies of the will, particularly of the failures of will 
power. a well-known precursor-treatise, by ribot, has survived from the 
nineteenth century; an account is given in Note 18 to this chapter.18

Next I report on a particularly striking example of an empirical study 
concerned with long-range willing by a working psychiatrist. The results 
make sense on reflection without being of that “everyone-knows-that-any-
how” type, which make “studies show that . . .” reports so underwhelming.

c.	 Ainslie:	Intertemporal	Bargaining

George ainslie formulates his research results in ethical terms. The problem 
informing his book Breakdown of the Will is the “puzzle of akrasia.” Akrasia 
is aristotle’s term for weakness of the will, lack of self-control (literally “im-
potence,” powerlessness). The first problem is to find an empirical account 
of the self-defeating behavior that is attributed to the weakness of will.

ainslie makes it clear that his approach is “reductionistic,” or deter-
ministic, that is, it assumes naturalistically determined causes. (It should 
be clear by now that for scientists “cause” means physical cause, and in this 
context, temporally prior cause. But ainslie admits that these causes may 
be too hidden, complex, or “internally fed back” to become available for 
prediction. This candid reservation seems to be equivalent to saying that 
the reductionist approach is a program, belief in which exceeds the practi-
cally obtainable evidence.)19
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What ainslie means to show is that the experience of free choice is 
explicable in terms completely consistent with determinism. This dif-
fers from the conceptual compatibilism of my last chapter in this way: the 
philosophical compatibilism was essentially based on voluntariness (doing 
what you want), which gave a justifiable sense of freedom as long as desire 
was promoted by necessity. ainslie aims to show that the psychological 
mechanisms of preference and choice themselves occasion that feeling of 
freedom of choice or its failure. In other words, what was missing in the old 
debate was a plausible explanation, given in naturalistic terms, of the intu-
itive experience of choosing—where psychological processes are under-
stood as causally, thus, once more, naturalistically, determined.20

ainslie’s empirical research in preference and choice-making led him 
to the following discovery, one with practical therapeutic consequences.21

The starting point is that the realm in which to look for certain reveal-
ing characteristics of choosing is not behind but ahead of the choice; 
research must delve not into the accomplished past of “could have done” 
but into the projected future, of “intend to do.”What he finds is perhaps 
after all not so surprising to lay people, but quite contrary to standard 
utility theory, whose protagonist is an artifact, “Economic Man.” For this 
creature, options compete for a motivational, quantifiable quality called 
“reward”; he simply tries to maximize his satisfaction. looking into the 
future—whence rewards come to us, so to speak—this satisfaction, or 
value, decreases, “is discounted,” more the further off the reward is tem-
porally and increases the closer it is to its realization. The “discount rate” 
of value as it is further off in the future is a constant proportion of the 
value for every additional delay (which is how banks discount). If I value a 
drink at 10 “utiles” and my discount rate is 20%, then tomorrow its value 
will have dropped to 8 “utiles” and the day after to 6.4 of those value-units. 
This discount function is called “exponential” because such a steady, pro-
portional discount (or increase) is expressed by raising the variable, here 
time, to an exponent, a power, to get the value. Its shape, here a parabola, is 
steady and relaxed; the closer the reward comes, the higher the value, but 
at a relatively moderate, consistent, rational pace. Thus, moving backwards 
into future time, away from the prospective immediacy of the moment of 
reward, “utility” becomes less, though it never becomes zero. or, looking 
at the reward, say a drink, from a now going forward, it becomes steadily 
more desirable as its moment, say “happy hour,” comes closer.22

But human beings aren’t always instances of Economic Man. They 
yield to temptation, and temptation happens in the here and now. utility 
theory cannot explain this behavior. The empirically verified curve that 
depicts this immediate, sometimes irresistible avidity is more sharply bent 
upwards, more bowed toward the moment of reward. The shorter its pros-
pect the more irresistible becomes indulgence; the drink is at hand, and 
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the will breaks down. The curve that displays this uneconomic but human 
propensity is a hyperbola, for which the time variable is in inverse ratio to 
the value—the less time to the moment of satisfaction, the more greatly it is 
valued (just as before), but at a steeper increase than for the previous expo-
nential curve; the hyperbola shows temporal closeness overcoming ratio-
nal pacing of valuation; it’s almost as if a shortening span of time made for 
the increasing visibility and thus attraction of the object of desire. Come 
within sight of your desire and its desirability shoots way up, or reversely, 
“out of sight, out of mind.”23

This observationally documented result, that people’s rationality is 
hostage to time, that a close reward shifts long-term favorable choices, is 
a novel finding and is made significant by the fact that the rational utility 
curve is actually more adaptive, more in line with what believers in evolu-
tion (the whole scientific establishment) would expect. For any rationally 
exponential trader, say, gets the better of a hyperbolic temperament, since 
the latter is short-sighted; this improvident, uneconomic Man might sell 
his winter coat right now in spring, for a drink, having discounted the next 
winter because of the temporal distance.

In summary, people make choices based on their temporal vantage 
point. There are helpful, even therapeutic consequences to understand-
ing choice as conditioned by time. Well-instructed people can engage in 
“intertemporal bargaining” with themselves to mitigate the tyranny of 
close-time impulse. all they need to actually recruit the knowledge con-
cerning such bargaining is this fact: “[T]he extra motivation that forms 
will-power is a practical awareness that current decisions predict the pat-
terns of future decisions.” This empirically based observation will help in 
negotiating more long-term satisfactions with oneself. ainslie also extracts 
from his discoveries some unexpected consequences for will power, which 
he regards as not always beneficial. I shall return to such reasons in my 
Conclusion. (More of will power in Note 24 to this chapter.)24

Nietzsche treated this so elusive ability to take yourself in hand, the 
opposite of akrasia—the Greeks called it egkrateia, “being in power (over 
yourself),” the romans, continentia “holding (yourself) together,” contain-
ing yourself—as the grand virtue that bestows domination. For most of us 
will power is at once a daily problem and a useful virtue (at least on the—
to me dubious—hypothesis that right action originates in or with the will). 
under the heading introduced above, “intertemporal bargaining,” ainslie 
proposes persuasive strategems for keeping the will in control, for helping 
will power to power; egkrateia has now become a therapeutic virtue. He 
begins with a list of candidates known to most of us advice-giving teach-
ers. In general they involve helping a sound interest win out over tempo-
rally close-up temptations by making commitments favorable to future 
choice. some are extrapsychic: make it physically impossible to give in to 
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temptation (as did odysseus when he had himself bound to the mast of his 
ship so as not to succumb to the sirens’ song). others are internal: avoid 
thinking about temptation; cultivate impulse-controlling techniques such 
as imaginatively pitting desirable affects against the one to be avoided. But 
one stratagem, which stands above all the others, is intellectual: make a 
resolution that takes account of aristotle’s analysis of akrasia as the failure 
to form universal opinions and instead to focus on particulars. For there is 
much evidence that choosing “categorically” can partly undo hyperbolic, 
that is, impulsive, discounting. Intellect wins over will—sometimes.25

The “intertemporal bargaining” possibility is based on an interesting 
understanding of willing. “Intertemporal cooperation” is ainslie’s defini-
tion of the sound will, a will in which your interests are not held hostage by 
your temptations. so a first element of willing is that its control is strongly 
directed to the future for the long haul—not in terms of a single event but 
as an extended phase understood to be afflicted by the fact that motiva-
tional force declines differentially toward the farther future. since futurity 
is built into the very name of “will” (as shown in Ch. VI), such an approach 
is bound to be arresting. It means attempting to make the future, the “not-
yet,” presently real. ainslie does not enunciate the agency that makes the 
absent future present. It is the imagination.26

Three chief alternative views of the will are contrasted with the inter-
temporal one: The null theory, that will is a superfluous concept (paradox-
ically adopted by Nietzsche and in its truly reductionist form discussed 
in my next and final chapter, Ch. XI, sec. a); the “organ” theory, that the 
will is a strong or weak faculty, directing or guided by the intellect (Thom-
as’s and the traditional theory); the “rational choice” theory (the standard 
rational Economic Man theory—incidentally again under attack in the 
post- economic-collapse period after 2008).

ainslie also offers a fourth view. He regards the will as a brokering 
activity. The experimental evidence for this theory of choosing is per-
suasive, though difficult to obtain, largely because the theory involves 
extended times. Here is how sound choices made by an unbroken will 
work both according to evidence and theory: universal rules, principles, 
are not, as kant thought, primarily cognitively derived, that is, in the form 
of universalized cases accepted as commands on a priori grounds. rather, 
the universality lies in a “recursive” self-bargaining, a sequence of psy-
chological brokerings of interests in which every decision is influenced 
by its precursor and in turn impinges by the same rule on its successor; 
here the bargain is understood as being made in view of a time behind a 
nearer pleasure in terms of futurity—further away from the actor; in other 
words, the recursion works from the far future inward, toward the present. 
In particular, if you consider (here meaning “consider letting yourself be 
motivated by”) a number of brief and immediate proposed pleasures, say 
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binges, which form a slippery slope into bad days of regret and hangover, 
and dwell, as against these temptations, on the extended pleasure of a long 
healthy future, a kind of psychological calculus will allow the far-in-the-
future pleasure, multiplying its projected strength by its expected length, to 
outweigh the motivation to indulge now or soon but all-too-briefly. learn-
ing about this calculus will itself have a therapeutic value; it will aid in 
developing will power. This self-bargaining on the basis of our psychology, 
taking the temporality of temptation into account, is not a cognitive but a 
practical theory because, like kant’s, it does not take knowledge of objec-
tive good as determining its aim but rather motivation, though it differs 
from kant’s in looking to motives of satisfaction rather than to incentives 
of morality. Moreover, though framed in terms of temptation, it is, after all, 
not a moral but a medical theory. Its advantage is that it closes a gap in the 
compatibilist notion of the will, which cannot account for the experience of 
something beyond just getting to do what I want, namely, the experience of 
really deciding, of self-determination, of free will: We have, the bargaining 
theory holds, a psychological mechanism, involving both motivation and 
calculation applied to choice as a future-directed activity.27

as a pure empirical-theoretical psychology, ainslie’s theory “sits well,” 
to my mind. But it too has a gap, to me a crucial lack: the object of will, 
Good, is left in outer space, while a calculus of future satisfaction rules. 
succinctly though inchoately put: “Good” is associated with solid happi-
ness, passing pleasure produces satisfactions; a theory of volition ought to 
deal with the most desirable of human conditions—or so I think.

D.	 Tse:	criterial	causation

of all the books dealing with the will physicalistically that I have read and 
cited, Peter Tse’s The Neural Basis of Free Will: Criterial Causation is the 
most philosophically mindful, carefully reasoned, and intellectually inclu-
sive. It appeared too late for integration into the text, so I have appended an 
account, in layperson’s terms.

I must note that this book, like others on this topic—books that should 
engross everyone’s attention since they bear in the deepest possible way 
on the conduct of human life—is exceedingly difficult for the lay reader. 
In ordinary language, highly specific neologisms, those for example 
denoting nuances of internal states, function as private language and are 
partly intended to be exclusionary (as, for example, the private languages 
observed between siamese twins). In science, highly technical terminol-
ogy is intended to serve accurate brevity of communication, but there are 
occasional hints of satisfaction in inaccessibility to non-professionals. Tse 
is obviously not at all beguiled by a desire for exclusiveness. so in his next 
book on the will (announced in Chapter 8.26) he will perhaps find user-
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friendly ways to integrate research and reflection—as he already does in his 
logical presentations (where he supplies the verbal reading of his symbol-
izations). The stylistic trick would be to find that middle ground between 
large-gestured vagueness and fine-grained myopia—a ground which is, in 
fact, his intellectual demesne.

The book is an attempt at a non-compatibilist (that is to say, an non-
equivocating) salvation of a “strong will.” such a will is defined as one that 
makes non-random, real decisions among actually possible choices with a 
real post-decision sense of “could have done otherwise” (7.1). [one might 
argue that a “strong” will, in both a common and a philosophical sense, is 
just the opposite: luther’s “Here I stand, I can no other” is regarded as a 
model of (Christian) freedom. The reason is, recall, that in the tradition, 
will is “rational desire,” and reason having approved the desire, there is no 
“could have done otherwise”—any more than truth having been appre-
hended, there is any “could have thought otherwise.” The freedom of the 
will is not post-positive. (This is not altogether what I myself think, but 
what needs to be dealt with.)]

The matter-of-course presupposition of Tse’s book is physicalism; 
indeed, this commitment seems to be simply defining for scientists and 
philosophers of mind. Physicalism is the doctrine that there is only one 
fundamental substrate, energy, which changes according to natural laws 
in space and time or in space-time (a[ppendix] 1.1). [If this doctrine is 
adopted by a human being as researcher, it is a necessary presupposition 
for work to proceed; it gives his field of inquiry the necessary delimiting 
definition. But this same scientist as human being might also, in a reflec-
tive mood, bracket his scientific commitment as a useful conjecture, and 
reflect on alternatives—even on possibly unresolvable enigmas. That would 
be philosophy not as conclusive position-taking but as ever-at-the-begin-
ning thinking. Tse hints in this book that he is open to this mode, though 
his introductory claim is that neuroscience will solve the mind-body prob-
lem (p. 1).]

Tse rules out the hard determinism (or eliminative reductionism) 
which permits no mental causation (2.1), because no one doubts that we 
have some voluntary control (p. 1). [But he also says that many philoso-
phers have in fact concluded that mental events are never causal, that is, 
that they are merely epiphenomenal (p. 2). I think Tse is implying that 
there is something so wildly counter-intuitive about a claim of “no mental 
control”—a denial of that sense of responsibility which is our chief ethical 
characteristic, usually called conscience (bad conscience being the penalty 
exacted by a weak will)—that it can be set aside, professional philosophers 
notwithstanding.]

although his own neural solution is compatible with either determin-
ism or indeterminism (2.1) [so that a sort of compatibilism sneaks in after 
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all], Tse says that it is the core argument of reductionists against mental 
causation, a logical argument resting on the impossibility of self-causation, 
that must be challenged. [If I follow here, Tse is conceding that his “criterial 
causation” solution of the possibility of free will is not really a final neural 
solution, since it would work even under determinism, that is, the denial of 
the will; it is a possible physicalist realization of free will, if a certain kind 
of indeterminism is adopted and if the possibility of a separable, effective 
mentality is presupposed. It seems that the main question, the causal effect 
of will on brain, is being begged, though in a very suggestive way.]

The kind of indeterminism that will preclude the causa sui argument 
is “ontological indeterminism.” [Before getting to Tse’s indeterminism, in 
itself a fascinating exposition, I should say that the causa sui argument, 
that mental causation of motor events is self-causation, doesn’t make much 
sense to me to begin with.

First, an event is called self-causation because an actor is acting on itself. 
But isn’t that the case only under the prior assumption that mental will and 
physical brain are identical—albeit masked by metaphors like “realizing” 
and “supervening”—the very assumption denied by those who think there 
might be mental agency? If the mental action and the neural event are dis-
tinct, isn’t it other- rather than self-causation? second, this self-causation 
is proscribed because it implies that the effect is simultaneous with the 
cause: the mental will acts on the physical brain instantaneously. Physi-
calists do tend to interpret causation temporally: first cause, then effect; a 
mover moves, a mobile responds. But could there be non- temporal causes, 
so-called formal causes, forms atemporally present, which might direct the 
actions of organisms or objects either as external or internal blueprints? 
or to cite a modern example, is a massive body moving in a force field in a 
temporal causal relation to it? Does the issue of simultaneity of cause and 
effect arise there?]

ontological indeterminism is as unbalancing, and consequently as 
interesting, a notion about the nature of nature as I know of. It claims that 
when a particle’s future is not uniquely but only probabilistically deter-
minable, because certain measurements necessary to full determination 
are inaccessible to us, we are not entitled to assume a “hidden variable” 
that nevertheless determines it fully. If such a variable existed, the indeter-
minacy would be epistemological, that is, attributable to limits inherent in 
human cognition; nature would still be deterministic at its deepest, inac-
cessible level. But if, as seems plausible, the arguments for “counterfactual 
definiteness” fail (a1.5), then we must assume that indeterminateness is 
ontological, characteristic of a new kind of being, a thing that lacks some 
of the usual properties of thinghood such as full descriptive determinacy. 
[such an object is about as strangely wonderful, I would say, as that bug-
bear of causa sui critics, a self-created and self-moving deity—which, inci-
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dentally, is not what aristotle’s “unmoved mover,” sometimes cited in this 
debate, is: it is un-created and un-movable (Physics VIII 6).]

Tse subscribes to this doctrine not just because it is the only one left 
standing when compatibilism is excluded for being an equivocation on 
the term “will,” determinism is excluded for being counter-intuitive, and 
epistemological indeterminism is excluded for being a crypto-determin-
ism—but more substantially, because under it, basic nature offers a degree 
of indeterminacy that leaves an opening for top-down, mental-on-physi-
cal causation and therewith disposes of the causa sui problem (7.18–19).

This is evident from the self-causation claim as questioned by Tse: 
“How can mental events realized in or supervening on neuronal and, ulti-
mately, particle-level events change the very physical events that give rise 
to them or on which they supervene?” (a 2.2). This action would seem to 
be bootstrapping, that is, self-causation [setting aside my argument that if 
the mental and physical events are not assumed to be identical, then there’s 
no bootstrapping, and if the causation is formal, then there’s no simulta-
neity issue]. But with a commitment to ontological indeterminism, there 
is now an open future—the particle-level does not determine conscious-
ness completely, and a mental cause can have a future effect. Here Tse turns 
back from appendices to the main text for “a plausible physicalist account 
of mental causation,” his original contribution.

The aim is to show that “patterns in [mental] input can be genuinely 
causal if there are physical detectors, such as neurons, that respond to pat-
terns in input and then change the physical system in which they reside if 
the criteria for the presence of a pattern in inputs have been met” (1.16). 
The crucial feature of this proposal is criterial causation: effects or “real-
izations” that avoid what is proscribed—they do occur not instantaneously, 
that is, simultaneously with input, because these inputs preset, not individ-
ual neurons, but neurons in circuits and networks, that is, patterns (3.14, 
whose technical explanation, which is beyond my competence, is in Chap-
ters 4 and 5) that respond if and when certain criteria are met. Criteria are 
not strictly proscriptive rules like natural laws, but conditions that can be 
satisfied in various ways, so that “the same mental state can be realized on 
the basis of numerous inputs” (2.8, 8.14).

Thus the three stages of criterial causation are (2.7): 1. new physical/
informational criteria are set in a neuronal circuit on the basis of preced-
ing physical/mental processing (t1); 2. inherently variable inputs arrive at 
the post-synaptic, now pre-set neurons (t2); 3. the pre-set criteria are met 
or not, leading to neurons firing or not (t3).

“such criterial causation is important because it allows neurons to alter 
the physical realization of future mental events in a way that escapes the 
problem of self-causation of the mental upon the physical” (2.7). [aspects 
of this crucial conclusion baffle me. The burden of intelligibility seems to 

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   200 8/18/14   3:00 PM



The	science	of	Will	 	 201

be on “physical realization.” Do we already non-presumptively know that 
a mental event can be physically “realized”? Is “realized” a weasel word, a 
begged question, or a lucid event? Can a mental event even become real, 
“thinglike” (latin: realis), that is, a sensorily observable particular? To be 
sure, we decide and then we—sometimes—execute, but is the thought-gap, 
the intellectual hiatus, between the one and the other really bridged by 
the term “realize”? Moreover, what is a “ future mental event”? one might 
argue (as augustine does in his Confessions X18, and as I believe) that we 
exist only in our—multilayered—present, the now of consciousness backed 
by memory of the past and occupied by projects for the future, both of 
these being trace-presences of what is not, the former of what is no longer, 
the latter of what is not yet. only what is hard-determined has a fixed, that 
is, a predictable real future; what is free, though conscience-bound by what 
ought to happen, being capable at any instant of re-directing—often per-
verting—the expectable course, has no fixed future. Does the physical real-
ization preserve this radical freedom of mental action, or does it in fact jig 
future mentation and so make it effectively deterministic?]

Now for the application to free will: suppose the chief argument against 
free will really is self-causation [as I would doubt, thinking—as this book 
is devoted to claiming—that the chief difficulty is not whether will is 
“merely epiphenomenal” or “really free,” but whether “strong” will per se, 
the “clenched fist” notion of agency, is a necessary element of our nature—
whether deeply thought-out conviction won’t do much better]. Then the 
tripartite process of criterial causation overcomes self-causation thus: “Self-
causation does not apply to changing the physical basis of making a future 
decision. There can obviously never be a self-caused event, but criteria can 
be set up in advance, such that when they are met, an action automati-
cally follows; this is an action we will have willed to take place by virtue of 
having set up those particular criteria in advance.” The criteria cannot be 
changed at the moment of action, that is, when they are satisfied at “some 
unknown point in the future;” the limits of these actions are determined for 
“the near future” by the physicalistically set criteria, but because they “can 
be changed in advance, we are free [my italics] to determine how we will 
behave within certain limits in the near future. Criterial causation there-
fore offers a path toward free will where the brain can determine how it 
will behave given particular types of future input. This input can be milli-
seconds in the future or, in some cases, even years away” (7.5). Because the 
criteria can be met “by many types of input” and because of other variabil-
ities, “the outcome is neither random nor determined” (7.6). [My italics; the 
phrase is practically a (negative) description of the willing-mode. Queries: 
First, the willed behavior is originally said to occur very soon after the neu-
ral patterning, but then, rightly recognizing that a version of willing which 
is something deeper than small-gauge deciding may take years to come to 
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fruition, it is said sometimes to eventuate years after. are the neural pat-
terns permanent? Can no later pre-setting override them completely? Has 
Tse construed a true “ future mental event?” second, who is the “we” in the 
description above? In the criterial causation theory, does “we” mean our-
selves as mental agents, as it must if free will is to appear in it? Hence we 
(mentally) set the brain (physically) for future will-like (that is, neither ran-
dom nor determinist) action. But then it is the brain that is willing and not 
we; we (mentally) have kicked the will-can down the road by pre-setting 
the brain to potential decision-making. In a way, this is very persuasive: 
Not for nothing is the word “will” futuristically connected to the verb “to 
be.” Willing is for the not-yet future; moreover, observers of the will have 
claimed that particular willing must be preceded by a “will to will,” a gen-
eral disposition to engage, a readiness: “the readiness is all.” Furthermore, 
the criterial causation condition certainly mimics the experience of will-
ing—that many experiential “inputs” can have the same behavioral “out-
put,” and that this fact could be attributed to what I might call, after Tse, 
the “ontological indecision” of the mind: we often really don’t know what 
to do and suddenly find ourselves with a mind made up, probabilities hav-
ing been preconsciously—but not necessarily physicalistically—weighed 
so that a conscious decision might supervene. (My assumption here is that 
“pre-, sub-, or un-conscious” does not provably mean “neuronal.” My ques-
tion then is: Can a neuronal parallelism with conscious phenomena decide 
causal priority?) Tse himself says that the theory does not seem so far to 
speak to the great question of how mental events can be physically caus-
ative (7.33). That transition seems to me to be bundled into “we.”]

Consequently, Tse undergirds the theory of criterial causation with a 
discussion of the role of consciousness in mental representation (Chapter 
8) and attention (Chapter 10). “Neuroscientists do not yet understand how 
a propositional conclusion in working memory, such as ‘I need to buy cran-
berry sauce’ [not to speak of ethical willing: “Will I steal the jar?”] can be 
translated into a motor plan to carry it out” (8.19). so the question, the pos-
sibility of interaction between mind and brain, the mind-body problem, 
is so far unanswered. But Tse infers that, because of the speed with which 
thought turns into action, the respective encodings of mental representa-
tions (together with the operations on them) and of motor plans must be 
readily transformable into each other; hence he inquires into the most ade-
quate theory of linguistic reference, that is, into the “encoding” of conscious 
thought. The presupposition is that thought and its speech are “symbolic 
and syntactic information processing” (8.26). [Here is a query: Will the lin-
guistic theory be as “adequate” to human speech as it to physicalistic use? 
In particular, is the “encoding” formulation an independently reached view 
of mentation and language based on plausible evidence—it differs widely 
from that reached by introspection, for example in Phenomenology, the 
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analytic description of consciousness—or is it a doctrine devised to analo-
gize consciousness to a physical system? It seems full of difficulties, for ex-
ample, how does a symbol re-present? Take a stop sign, surely the bearer 
of symbols. It may display a forfending palm, pictorially; or a canceling 
cross, conventionally; or an onomatopoetic word sToP, sensorily; or a ver-
bal command, linguistically. Do any of these features belong to the essence 
of a word? Do words, most characteristically, function like pictures, signs, 
sounds, vocables? or are they perhaps not symbols at all? I mention one 
alter native view: “intentionality,” a “reaching” notion of word to object.]

Tse calls the experience of experience [my phrase] undeniable (10.5). 
Experience is identical with consciousness; it is the domain where endog-
enous (internally generated) attentional tracking takes place. What is 
tracked are qualia-associated representations. [Qualia are defined as the 
objects of attention, circularly, because endogenous attention is defined as 
what focuses on a primary type of qualia—quite rightly, since there seems 
to be no way to articulate the qualitative states of inwardness that does not 
derail or circumvent the very nonverbal nature of a “feel.”] attentional 
tracking is closely related to volition. [In fact, I think that attention-focus-
ing, that is, desire-invested consciousness, is one of the will’s few accept-
able objects.] and these elements of consciousness have evolved to our 
evolutionary advantage, the subject of Tse’s next book.

“Consciousness  is  thus  required  for  endogenous  attentional  alloca-
tion, . . .  volitional executive control, . . .  and manipulation of representa-
tions (10.37). The chief argument is logical: unconscious objects cannot, 
ipso facto, be consciously tracked (10.33). It does not follow, however, that 
“consciousness per se is causal of motor acts”—Tse adds “or thoughts” 
(10.39). Indeed, the fact that consciousness must operate over conscious ele-
ments might suggest that operations on physical items must also take place 
within their own domain. Mind-body interaction remains unexplained. 
[Moreover, it is not obvious that the operator/operand model of conscious-
ness, like the symbolically encoded information-processing model, is true 
of experienced consciousness, which must be, it seems, the final arbiter of 
its own workings. Thus there are, to me evident, phenomena of a very high 
kind of consciousness not well caught by notions of encoding and process-
ing: hints of actual spontaneity; aboutness as in thinking about thoughts 
as well as in thinking about thinking; desire-directed searching for the way 
things are—for example, whether consciousness, when studied within a 
physicalist framework can really ever turn up as unequivocally other than 
physical, that is, natural-law-governed, be it deterministically or probabi-
listically; whether deeply-ingrained mental models of the world—world-
structuring schemata—are separable from the world; whether the decision 
to buy a jar of cranberry sauce is sufficiently homogeneous with the reso-
lution to change one’s life to be “realized” in similar physical processes.]

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   203 8/18/14   3:00 PM



204	 	 U n -W I L L I ng

If it is, as I think, the measure of a book’s quality how hard it makes 
us think, this book ranks very high. Moreover, it is comprehensive in its 
problem-scope. Besides the topics touched on (which are treated in far 
more detail than my discussion does justice to), there are many pertinent 
accounts: of the framework within which mere inputs turn into “informa-
tion;” of the libet experiments and their arguable misdirection in respect 
to the will; of a feature of the will usually neglected in recent treatments, 
its time-extendedness; of criteria as a philosophical notion; of mental rep-
resentation in general, of memory, and of attention. of most interest to me 
is the above-mentioned attempted account of endogenous, that is, inter-
nally generated, experience or consciousness in terms of “qualia,” the con-
scious “operands” on which attention, volitional tracking, operates. unless 
I misread Tse’s account of experience as attending, doing, planning (Chap-
ter 10), it leaves untreated that kind of consciousness which has been most 
rousingly enigmatic, namely self-consciousness, where operator and oper-
and are somehow identical and yet somehow separable, where attention is 
directed not to what is abstracted (that is, symbolic and content-remote) 
but concrete (present and fulfilled). a physicalist account of such meta-
physical “activity” (Greek energeia) would be of ultimate interest. one last 
appreciative comment: His confident beginning notwithstanding, Tse is 
singularly candid about his science being in philosophically important 
respects still in medias res.

This chapter presented a small sampling of empirical investigations of 
the will, which are not, it seems, either as startling in themselves or even 
as incrementally additive as are discoveries in other departments of con-
sciousness. so far, they do not any more settle deep questions than did the 
compatibilist debate in my previous chapter. They do, however, pose con-
crete questions about the correct location of the will in the human and 
natural economy—whether this relation is to be seated in consciousness or 
brain. and they do refine arguments concerning the consequences for the 
will arising from the relation between the free soul and the bound body—
whether this relation can be subject to experiment or is in principle elusive.

In the next chapter, these findings and their unresolved perplexities 
will appear in attempts to say what the will is within a modern, empirical 
frame of mind—but also within a less time-determined frame-work.

Un-Willing_00i_368.indd   204 8/18/14   3:00 PM



note	to	Page	187	 	 337

But first, its hyper-egalitarian “New state” is also an incarnation of rousseau’s general will 
(see Ch. VII, sec. a, herein): The “all-embracing order” of this society causes all to be on the 
same “level of littleness and equal in insignificance.” The Voice of the faceless dictator (“Dar-
ling Dictator”) insists that this order is “not imposed, it is, in the good sense, voluntary, the 
expression, through my Edicts, of your own Free Will.” (The Voice’s irruptions into daily life are 
announced by a debased jingle, a derisory quotation of Isaiah 40:4: “Every valley shall be exalted 
and every mountain . . .  shall be made low” as set in Handel’s Messiah.)

The exposition of the nature of free will in this state shows it to be a Frankfurt-style com-
patibilism as set out in my present chapter. recall that this compatibilism is a construct (but 
then, so is Hartley’s dystopia), in which a controlling intervener fixes the subject’s brain so that 
any incipient deviation of the latter from the former’s intention is immediately detected and rec-
tified; consequently the subject always acts willingly, in accordance with its own wish, though 
never freely in the sense of non-deterministically, of having had the chance to wish and do oth-
erwise. accordingly, in Facial Justice the dictator’s Voice says “[I]t was to me that you owed the 
power to express your individual longings. Did you realize that my provisions for you are the 
form your free-will takes?” This free will is the subject taken up in Hartley’s chapter 20, at the 
literal center of his book.

The book is called Facial  Justice because its chief leveling device is a reverse-cosmetic 
“betafication” of pretty female alpha-faces into inexpressively standard beta-faces. It is this oblit-
eration of physical individualism that contributes most to the extirpation of active freedom in 
the betafied bearer of the mask and of all discriminating feeling in the pursuing male. so the 
novel acknowledges that human freedom belongs to the incarnate soul.

Chapter X. The Science of Will: Neuroscience and Psychiatry
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1. The term phenomenology first appears in 1764 in J. H. lambert’s New Organon, a work 
setting out how appearance is related to Truth. It has system-specific meanings in kant and 
Hegel; my use is adapted from Husserl, who appropriated the word for a primarily descriptive 
discipline that reflects on the appearances (phenomena) of subjective experience, particularly on 
the way consciousness intends its objects.

2. The brain study of the emotions has become accessible to lay people particularly through 
the books of a pioneer in the field, antonio Damasio, for example, The Feeling of What Happens 
(New york: Harcourt, Inc., 1999) and Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain 
(New york: Harcourt, Inc., 2003).

3. For example, the first five articles of sebanz and Prinz, Disorders of Volition, 1–85.
4. an accessible review by Benjamin libet himself of his experiment, its design and results, 

with a bibliography, is given in libet, “Do We Have Free Will?” 551–64, 599.
5. Occluded consciousness: perhaps what I am thinking of should be called sub-conscious 

rather than “unconscious,” which invites reference to Freud’s “ucs system,” a distinct part of 
the psychic topography (e.g., “The unconscious,” 1915). To be sure, Freud regarded this atempo-
ral, alogical, amoral, psychic underground, and indeed the whole psyche, as ultimately materi-
ally based; knowledge no more present: aristotle distinguishes a first condition of the state of 
fulfillment (or “actuality,” entelecheia), which is the possession of knowledge even in sleep, and 
another, which is its present exercise (On the Soul II 412 a).

6. Libet experiment itself: see Note 4 above; fine-grained critique: Mele, “recent Work”; 
Mele, “Free Will”; Mele, Motivation and Agency, 180–94; Mele’s is the primary critique. also: 
Banks, “Misbehavior,” 237–40 and Walter, Neurophilosophy, 245–52.

7. Quotation: libet, “Do We Have Free Will?” 551.
8. Earlier experiments: in Wegner, Illusion, 50–52, summary of kornhuber and Deecke 

(1965) on readiness potential; in Walter, Neurophilosophy, 245–48, summary of libet (1979) on 
backward referral.

9. Window of opportunity: libet, “Do We Have Free Will?” 556–57; veto possibility: 557; 
free won’t: Gazzaniga, The Ethical Brain, 93, quoting Vilayanur ramachandran.

Here is a fascinating hypothetical question: If it could be demonstrated that some conscious 
mentation was precisely simultaneous with its brain activity, what would that show? Would it 
nullify the “which causes which” problem? Would contemporality indicate a causal mutuality, 
i.e. causa sui? Is a libet-type experiment resultless unless the reaction times to a stimulus are 
askew?

10. Ten Commandments: Exodus 20:17; “Honor thy father and mother” (no. 5) is the only 
positive one; the injunction to “remember to keep the holy sabbath” is then repeated as a pro-
hibition (no. 4).

11. Monkey experiment: Georgopoulos and karageorgiou, “representation of Voluntary 
arm Movements,” 229–44.

12. Critical scrutiny: see Note 6 above; also Tse’s chief criticism in Ch. 9 of The Neural 
Basis of Free Will is that libet’s willing paradigms are too nugatory to generate genuine con-
scious feelings of willing to begin with. (see section D herein.)

13. Distal and proximal intentions: Mele, Effective Intentions, passim; acquired inten-
tions: Mele, Motivation and Agency, 185; forming intentions: Mele, in “Persisting Intentions,” 
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an article devoted to intentions in the sense germane to willing, says hardly anything about the 
background of intention-formation; willingness to cooperate: Mele, “recent Work,” 166.

14. Wants not volitions: ibid., 117–18; urge rather than intention: Mele, “Free Will,” 192–
97; ethical implications, “original sin”: libet, “Do We Have Free Will?” 561—libet actually 
says this!

15. “Unconscious mental causation”: Banks, “Misbehavior”—a thoughtful introduction 
to a critique of libet’s experiments and the philosophical implications of will-study. (Banks is a 
graduate of my college.)

There seem to be two main approaches beside the neuroscientific postulate: the Freudian 
“topographical” ucs (Note 5 above) and the cognitive unconscious of cognitive science, which 
appears in terms of many dichotomies: Güven Güzeldere, “Many Faces of Consciousness,” 20–21 
and Bernard J. Baars, “Contrastive Phenomenology,” 187 ff. The latter gives this apt example of 
the cognitive unconscious (190): The word “will” is “locally ambiguous” [in a given sentence], but 
readers won’t realize that because “normally only a single one of multivalent events will become 
conscious at a time.” I like this example because this particular multivalence plays so large a role 
in Will shakespeare’s sonnets—which count on the multivalent meanings of [W]ill oscillating 
equivalently beneath or above the cognitive surface:

Whoever hath her wish, thou hast thy will
and will to boot, and will in overplus (sonnet 135)

stephen Booth thinks it is idle to try to decide which “Will” should be capitalized (Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets [New Haven: yale univ. Press, 1977], 466).

16. Philosophical basis: Walter, Neurophilosophy, 249–52—here D. C. Dennett and r.G. 
Millikan are cited as critics; actual willing: Passingham and lau (“Free Choice,” 67–68) make 
this point too, but in terms of different brain areas involved in the goals people actually set them-
selves and in laboratory tasks; in particular, they point to the prefrontal cortex as a “global work-
space” where relevant information for real-life decision is integrated. Intentions are taken up in 
Chapter XI, sec. B, herein.

17. Imaginary experiment: Mele, Effective Intentions, chap. 7, 131; in principle not pos-
sible: Banks raises an issue preliminary to mine—the lack of evidence that readiness potential 
is a necessary and sufficient condition of unconscious activity. However, he goes along with the 
assumption, on the expectation that tests will confirm or disconfirm the assumption (“Misbe-
havior,” 240).

18. Théodule ribot (1839–1916) was a French experimental psychologist most famous for 
his work on memory. His Diseases of the Will (1883, Chicago: open Court, 1915) anticipates 
contemporary will research. He was a practical compatibilist: “We take the volitions as facts . . .  
without investigating whether these causes suppose other causes ad infinitum or whether there 
is added to them some degree of spontaneity. The question is thus placed in a form acceptable 
to the determinists and their adversaries, and reconcilable to either hypothesis” (2). But he was, 
as a scientist, a theoretical determinist: “[I]n every voluntary act there are two entirely distinct 
elements: The state of consciousness, the ‘I will’ which indicates the situation but which has in 
itself no efficacy; and a very complex psycho-physiological mechanism, in which alone resides 
the power to act or restrain” (2). or again, the volition observed by “subjective psychologists . . .  
is for us only a simple state of consciousness. It is merely an effect of that psycho-physiological 
activity . . .  only a part of which enters into consciousness under the form of a deliberation. Fur-
thermore it is not the cause of anything” (133). Volition is—recall Hobbes—simply the last in a 
series of states, but here understood as a causal chain, a coordination of anterior states, “a legacy 
from numberless generations enregistered in the organism” (113). The above is the most elegant 
evaporation of will into an epiphenomenon I have come across.

ribot thinks that abnormalities of will, its morbid states, throw light on its nature. Thus he 
has case studies of Thomas De Quincey (Confessions of an English Opium Eater, 1822) for abou-
lia, or incapacity for willing, that is, “defect of impulse,” and of Coleridge for “impairment of 
voluntary attention,” and consequent “unbridled automatism,” of which his composition of the 
poem “kubla khan” (1797) is to be regarded as an example (30, 73). This pre-professionalized 
psychology has the charm of recognizing a case while yet describing a man.
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19. Akrasia: Conclusion, Note 1; reductionistic approach: ainslie, Breakdown, 11–12.
20. Explanation of feeling of freedom: 129.
21. Therapeutic consequences: ainslie is writing as a practicing psychiatrist; addictions, 

which are the clearest examples of short-sighted alternatives to the rational behavior of weigh-
ing costs and benefits and thus true “breakdowns of the will,” are his special interest: ainslie, 
Breakdown, chap. 4.

22. Economic Man: 16; parabolic and hyperbolic discount curves: 28 ff.; ainslie, “Pré-
cis,” 636.

23. Hyperbolic curve: ainslie (Breakdown, 31 ff.) thinks that the hyperbolic curve is actual 
people’s natural discount curve, and a sign is that the two curves, parabolic and hyperbolic, 
cross in choice-experiments where the subject is offered a choice between a small reward on 
short delay and a large one at a longer delay. If he chooses according to the rational curve, the 
curves for both choices are parabolas bowed so as not to cross; however, if he rationally chooses 
the larger reward at a longer delay but switches to the smaller one as it comes close, the resulting 
steeper hyperbolic curve will cross the parabolic one—and that is a representation of what actu-
ally tends to happen. I should say here that both the evidence for and the consequences of these 
people-experiments are much richer than my account—and more convincing than were the neu-
ral ones described above. ainslie thinks neurophysiology so far can’t explain conflicted and con-
travened decisions concerning intense propensities (10).

24. Quotation on will power: ainslie, Breakdown, 116. Will power is a notion whose 
reality I have little faith in, because those credited with it usually reveal themselves, on closer 
acquaintance, as in fact being in the grip of some sort of passion—sometimes a cold implacable 
fixation, sometimes a hot, dominating desire, sometimes a sweetly reasonable attachment—but 
more of that in the Conclusion.

The point of this note is that, nonetheless, under scientific investigation, will power evinces 
a quantitative side—it becomes a “depletable resource”: Baumeister et al., “Free Willpower,” 487–
508. Will power was tested in a laboratory setting for two aspects that proved to be related: self-
regulation and choice. For example, to study the first, hungry participants were instructed to resist 
sweets and eat radishes instead. afterwards they gave up much faster on frustrating tasks set for 
them; this betokened “depletion” of will power. For choice-making, participants were induced to 
choose between small options, such as consumer items; a control group rated these without being 
required to choose. The choosers showed greater decrements in self-regulation than the control 
group—ate more cookies, solved fewer math problems. These results were interpreted as some sort 
of energy depletion, and the question became: what energy aside from highly metaphorical kinds, 
such as Freud’s “ego depletion”? The experimenters cite studies to show that willingness of the 
volunteers to continue to exert themselves was not the issue. They concluded that the depletion 
is in fact non-metaphorical: low glucose levels: “Glucose provides the power in willpower” (497). 
Their practical conclusions are modest: In the short term a shot of glucose can boost the stam-
ina necessary to will-power. The long-term empowerment of self-control is much more complex.

25. Egkrateia: Conclusion, Note 1; intertemporal bargaining: ainslie, Breakdown, part II; 
willpower: chap. 5; Sirens’ Song: Odyssey ii 178—for the temptation in their song, namely nos-
talgia for the bad old times at Troy, see also Brann, Homeric Moments (Philadelphia: Paul Dry 
Books, 2002), 208–10; akrasia: aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VII, 1147 a and ainslie, Break-
down, 80; categorical choosing: ainslie, Breakdown, 80.

26. Intertemporal cooperation: 104; imagination: on its powers see Brann, The World of 
the Imagination, passion.

27. Alternative view of the will: ainslie, Breakdown, 188; experimental evidence: ibid., 
120; additive calculus: ibid., 84–85; experience of free will: ibid., 129.
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