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Does our inability to control absolutely what kind of person we are mean that we lack free will?
I will argue in this essay that our ‘inability to control absolutely what kind of person we are’ does not necessarily mean that we lack free will; that there is room left, even after the arguments for determinism have been made, to believe that we do not entirely lack free will, or rather, that we must believe in free will regardless, despite our inability to control absolutely what kind of person we are.  
	“We do not have the ability to control absolutely what kind of person we are; therefore, we lack free will.”
	What is the first dispute one could raise with this? We could look at those first who disagree with it. They might be called determinists. A deterministic view would state that we lack free will, not just because we cannot control absolutely what kind of person we are, but because we lack the ability to really control anything at all. A definition of determinism might run thus: 
	‘The past controls the present and the future. You can’t control the past. Also, you can’t control the way the past controls the present and the future. So, you can’t control the present and the future.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Simon Blackburn, Think (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 83] 

	We are at the mercy of causality, say the determinists. The universe unfolds, us with it, in a fashion akin to billiard balls upon the table, one knocked into another; and if these billiard bills were hit in the same way from the same starting position, they would once again travel and disperse about the table in exactly the same way. This is because of the laws of nature, which are irresistible, and make all effects necessary after causes. It is unclear why the atoms of our brains, our cells, should not also be subject to the causality of the natural world; every effect (dictating our actions) having its own antecedent cause, all the way back to the beginning of the universe. “Determinism is unfalsifiable, and may be true.”[footnoteRef:2] It seems that whilst both free-will and determinism are (in this essay, at least) unfalsifiable, believing in the former over the latter may be an act of greater faith. One might also add that if determinism were ultimately true, there would be no value in believing in it, for to do so would not be a choice, and it could be no other way than that one believed it. 
 	At this point many would argue that randomness exists in the universe, in the form of certain quantum particles and their apparitions and movements, and therefore causality can, in some instances, be subverted; but randomness in the order of things does not bring us any closer to being able to make choices: randomness implies chance, rather than choice. There are, it seems, more and better arguments against our having free will (and therefore being unable to control what kind of person we are) than there are for. Why the idea of free will in the first place? 
 	We have a sense of our free will because we feel we make choices; that is, we choose one thing, and are aware that we could have chosen differently; this defines choice. However, Schopenhauer has the following to say:  [2:  Galen Strawson, Luck Swallows Everything (London: Times Literary Supplement, 1998)] 

	‘This is exactly as if water spoke to itself: “I can make high waves… I can rush down hill… I can plunge down foaming and gushing…; but I am doing none of these things now, and am voluntarily remaining quiet and clear water in the reflecting pond.”’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Arthur Schopenhauer, On the Freedom of the Will (Oxford: Blackwell, 1985)] 

	What this analogy argues against is the idea that being able to imagine ourselves doing something means that we could do that thing, and that we merely choose not to do that thing at any given time; however, ‘being unconscious of [doing] something cannot be parlayed into being conscious of its absence [of being done]’[footnoteRef:4], and thereby choosing to not do that thing. 
 	It is a necessary condition supplied by proponents of free-will arguments (compatibilists, in this case – those who believe free-will and determinism are compatible) that we only ever have free will within the constraints of a world, certain parts of which we cannot change:  [4:  Simon Blackburn, Ibid., p. 87] 

“One has options even when one is in chains, or falling through space. Even if one is completely paralysed, one is still free in so far as one is free to choose to think about one thing rather than another. There is, as Sartre observed, a sense in which we are condemned to freedom, not free not to be free.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Galen Strawson, Ibid.] 

 	Sartre makes an interesting point: that we often ‘try to take the causes and motives as things’[footnoteRef:6]; and in doing so ‘we attempt to hide from ourselves that their nature and their weight depend each moment on the meaning we give to them’[footnoteRef:7]. This is to say, that whilst we are free, we are also responsible for our freedom; if we are not free, it is because we have not accepted responsibility for our freedom. 
 	It is precisely our ability to choose, whilst we ourselves are unchosen, that would mean, to compatibilists, that we have free will; “I did not choose to have a hand, and yet I can choose to move my hand, rather than not move it.” To control absolutely what kind of person we are strikes one as an untenable belief, in fact rather ambitious, given that is implies we must have always had absolute control of ourselves; for if I did not choose the state from which I most recently changed, then I cannot be said to have absolute control, as this previous state will undoubtedly have affected my present one. This is suggestive of determinism, of being inextricably bound up in antecedent causes for which one cannot be held accountable. 
 	There is room, somewhere in all this, for a belief that our wills, despite everything stacked up against them, are still the ultimate choosers of our actions; that our current state only favours us acting in a certain way, does not force us to; that in a framework of atoms knocking fate-bound into their neighbours, our wills exist as wills; that is to say, they exist as choosers endowed with agency. But no; from what, we may ask (and without expecting an answer not refutable by any of the arguments previously given), do these wills derive their impartiality, their agency? From nowhere, for they cannot be proved to have impartiality and agency. All the same problems face our wills as face us, and we are led into infinite regress. 
 	The truth of determinism, if it may be said to have truth, must by necessity be rejected unphilosophically; that we are not choosers of our actions, that we cannot in some degree be held responsible for them (and suffer the consequences, or be given credit for their benefits) is an impossible belief, or to believe it one would have to have been raised to believe it from birth, in a culture where this was the prevalent view, which seems unappealing, as it might imply one did not choose to believe it – then again, such an accusation can be levelled against free will. 
 	If it comes about, by act of will or otherwise, that you renounce belief in free will, then what are you to do? It seemingly changes nothing; you cannot just do nothing because you have found out that everything is pre-ordained; you would still have to choose to do nothing. Or you may choose to indulge in carefree theft, knowing you are not accountable; and yet all the while you are choosing…
 	Ineluctably we see ourselves as selves, we see choice as choice as we see the sky as up; one must believe in free will, one must assume responsibility – not because of an obligation to do so, but because we have no choice; it feels as though Sartre is right in saying we are condemned to be free. 
 	I am reminded of the Jews who, whilst interned at Auschwitz, put God on trial and found him guilty of not existing; then rang the prayer bell, and they all left their court and went to pray to him.  [6:  Jean Paul Sartre L’Etre et le Neant, trans. H. E. Barnes (London: Methuen, 1957), p. 433]  [7:  Ibid., p. 434] 
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