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No	Will	
A	Path	to	Right	View	

Be	kind,	for	everyone	you	meet	is	fighting	a	great	battle.	

Reverend	John	Watson	
	

In	Free	Will,	Sam	Harris	does	an	elegant	job	of	dispelling	the	illusion	of	free	will,	which	I	have	taken	the	
liberty	to	dub	‘no	will’	for	the	sake	of	brevity.		Primarily,	Harris	presents	arguments	against	our	having	any	
conscious	control	over	the	actions	we	take	as	well	as	the	societal	implications	of	the	recognition	of	that	
fact,	particularly	on	our	penal	system.		Although	he	briefly	mentions	the	positive	impact	of	the	framework	
of	‘no	will’	personally,	I	believe	that	fully	embracing	this	understanding	causes	a	sea	change	in	how	we	
view	the	world,	akin	to	the	‘Right	View’	teachings	of	Buddhism.	

Summary	of	No	Will	

There	are	three	main	arguments	against	free	will,	each	strong	enough	to	dispel	it	alone.		First,	there	is	
experimental	evidence	that	consciousness	only	reflects	decisions	that	have	already	been	made	at	a	lower	
level	in	the	brain.		As	Harris	is	a	neuroscientist,	I	believe	his	summary	is	better	than	one	I	can	provide:	

The	physiologist	Benjamin	Libet	 famously	used	EEG	to	show	that	activity	 in	 the	brain’s	
motor	cortex	can	be	detected	some	300	milliseconds	before	a	person	 feels	 that	he	has	
decided	to	move.		Another	lab	extended	this	work	using	functional	magnetic	resonance	
imaging	(fMRI):	Subjects	were	asked	to	press	one	of	two	buttons	while	watching	a	“clock”	
composed	of	a	random	sequence	of	letters	appearing	on	a	screen.		They	reported	which	
letter	was	 visible	 at	 the	moment	 they	 decided	 to	 press	 one	 button	 or	 the	 other.	 	 The	
experimenters	 found	two	brain	regions	that	contained	 information	about	which	button	
subjects	would	press	a	 full	 7	 to	10	 seconds	before	 the	decision	was	 consciously	made.		
More	recently,	direct	recordings	from	the	cortex	showed	that	the	activity	of	merely	256	
neurons	was	sufficient	to	predict	with	80	percent	accuracy	a	person’s	decision	to	move	
700	milliseconds	before	he	became	aware	of	it.	

Thus,	 it	 appears	 that	 the	 decisions	 we	 make	 are	 not	 decisions	 at	 all,	 but	 instead	 the	 recognition	 of	
decisions	other	parts	of	our	brain	have	already	made.			

However,	even	if	we	ignore	this	finding	or	it	is	later	refined	in	some	manner,	we	are	still	left	with	the	fact	
that	our	current	state	is	the	result	of	previous	causes	and	effects	outside	of	our	influence.		It	is	telling	that	
psychologists	have	argued	whether	our	behavior	is	the	result	of	nature	or	nurture,	neither	of	which	we	
control.		We	do	not	have	any	choice	over	who	our	parents	were,	the	particular	set	of	genes	we	inherited	
from	them,	or	the	manner	in	which	we	were	raised.		We	also	have	little	or	no	control	over	the	external	
events	that	impact	our	lives.		How	can	we	then	say	we	have	any	influence	over	the	current	state	of	our	
bodies	or	minds,	which	results	in	the	behaviors	we	undertake?	

Finally,	borrowing	again	from	Harris,	‘no	will’	can	be	understood	simply	through	paying	close	attention	to	
our	own	conscious	experience.		What	is	the	next	thought	you	are	going	to	have?		You	don’t	know.		Where	
will	that	thought	have	come	from?		You	don’t	know.		Take	a	moment	to	try	to	control	your	thoughts.		How	
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did	that	go?		Let’s	take	it	one	step	further—try	not	to	think	about	Dumbo	for	the	next	minute.		Did	you	
have	control	over	my	mentioning	a	flying	elephant?		Were	you	able	to	stop	yourself	from	thinking	about	
him?		If	we	are	unable	to	predict	or	control	our	conscious	thoughts,	how	could	we	be	in	control	of	the	
decisions	we	make	even	if	we	assumed	our	consciousness	were	in	charge	of	the	decision	in	the	first	place?	

A	Tragic	Example	

Charles	Whitman	was	born	in	Florida	in	1941,	the	eldest	of	three	children.		He	was	intelligent,	having	an	
IQ	of	139	at	age	six,	proficient	at	piano,	and	earned	the	rank	of	Eagle	Scout	by	age	12.		His	father	was	an	
authoritarian	and	often	physically	and	emotionally	abused	him,	his	mother,	and	his	siblings.		After	high	
school,	he	joined	the	Marine	Corps	and	was	reportedly	well	liked.		During	his	service,	he	earned	a	Good	
Conduct	Medal,	a	Sharpshooter’s	Badge,	and	an	Expeditionary	Medal.	 	 Later,	he	married	his	wife	and	
enrolled	as	a	student	at	the	University	of	Texas.		At	some	point	during	this	time,	a	tumor	began	growing	
in	his	brain	and	he	became	increasingly	aggressive.		It	seems	clear	that	he	was	ashamed	of	this	behavior—
two	of	his	friends	reported	that	he	had	told	them	of	striking	his	wife	on	two	occasions	and	was	“mortally	
afraid	of	being	like	his	father”.		He	admonished	himself	in	his	journal	and	wrote	a	daily	guide	for	himself	
that	included:	“CONTROL	your	anger…Don’t	let	it	prove	you	the	fool.		SMILE—It’s	contagious.		DON’T	be	
belligerent.		STOP	cursing.		CONTROL	your	passion;	DON’T	LET	IT	lead	YOU.”		He	also	visited	a	psychiatrist	
to	discuss	his	issues	and	reported	urges	to	“start	shooting	people	with	a	deer	rifle”.		Unfortunately,	this	
urge	was	not	seen	as	an	imminent	threat—he	then	killed	his	wife	and	mother	and	climbed	the	tower	at	
UT,	killing	14	people	and	wounding	32	others.		Before	doing	so,	he	wrote	the	following	(emphasis	added):		

I	don’t	quite	understand	what	 it	 is	that	compels	me	to	type	this	 letter.	 	Perhaps	 it	 is	to	
leave	 some	 vague	 reason	 for	 the	 actions	 I	 have	 recently	 performed.	 	 I	 don’t	 really	
understand	myself	these	days.		I	am	supposed	to	be	an	average	reasonable	and	intelligent	
young	man.		However,	lately	(I	can’t	recall	when	it	started)	I	have	been	a	victim	of	many	
unusual	 and	 irrational	 thoughts.	 	 These	 thoughts	 constantly	 recur,	 and	 it	 requires	 a	
tremendous	mental	effort	to	concentrate	on	useful	and	progressive	tasks.		In	March	when	
my	 parents	made	 a	 physical	 break	 I	 noticed	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 stress.	 	 I	 consulted	 a	 Dr.	
Cochrum	at	the	University	Health	Center	and	asked	him	to	recommend	someone	that	 I	
could	consult	with	about	some	psychiatric	disorders	I	felt	I	had.		I	talked	with	a	Doctor	once	
for	about	two	hours	and	tried	to	convey	to	him	my	fears	that	I	felt	some	overwhelming	
violent	impulses.		After	one	session	I	never	saw	the	Doctor	again,	and	since	then	I	have	
been	fighting	my	mental	turmoil	alone,	and	seemingly	to	no	avail.		After	my	death	I	wish	
that	an	autopsy	would	be	performed	on	me	to	see	if	there	is	any	visible	physical	disorder.		
I	have	had	some	tremendous	headaches	in	the	past	and	have	consumed	two	large	bottles	
of	Excedrin	in	the	past	three	months.	

It	was	after	much	thought	that	I	decided	to	kill	my	wife,	Kathy,	tonight,	after	I	pick	her	up	
from	work	at	the	telephone	company.		I	love	her	dearly,	and	she	has	been	as	fine	a	wife	to	
me	as	any	man	could	ever	hope	to	have.		I	cannot	rationally	pinpoint	any	specific	reason	
for	doing	this.	 	 I	don’t	know	whether	 it	 is	 selfishness,	or	 if	 I	don’t	want	her	 to	 face	the	
embarrassment	of	my	actions	would	surely	cause	her.		At	this	time,	though,	the	prominent	
reason	in	my	mind	is	that	I	truly	do	not	consider	this	world	worth	living	in,	and	am	prepared	
to	die,	and	I	do	not	want	to	leave	her	to	suffer	alone	in	it.		I	intend	to	kill	her	as	painlessly	
as	possible.	
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After	the	local	police	killed	him,	an	autopsy	was	performed,	and	a	tumor	the	size	of	a	pecan	was	found	in	
his	brain.		Experts	at	the	time	concluded	that	“the	relationship	between	the	brain	tumor	and	…	Whitman’s	
actions	…	cannot	be	established	with	clarity.		However,	the	…	tumor	conceivable	could	have	contributed	
to	his	inability	to	control	his	emotions	and	actions”.		More	recently,	some	have	proposed	that	the	tumor	
pressed	against	the	amygdala	of	his	brain,	which	could	explain	some	of	his	erratic	behavior.		

How	much	control	did	Whitman	have	over	all	of	this?		Did	he	have	any	choice	in	the	tumor	growing	in	his	
brain?		Did	he	have	any	choice	in	his	father’s	abusive	behavior	while	he	was	growing	up?		It	is	obvious	that	
he	desired	to	behave	in	a	different	way	and	repeatedly	attempted	to	address	his	own	issues,	but	how	
could	he	do	so	if	he	couldn’t	stop	his	own	“unusual	and	irrational	thoughts”	or	“overwhelming	violent	
impulses”?		

Despite	his	horrible	actions,	I	have	a	great	deal	of	empathy	for	Whitman.		That	is	not	to	say,	of	course,	
that	he	is	not	responsible	for	those	actions—as	the	entity	that	performed	them,	he	clearly	is.	However,	
this	assertion	rings	rather	hollow	if	he	had	influence	over	neither	his	stimulus	nor	his	responses.		In	that	
case,	what	 is	 left?	 	Whitman’s	consciousness,	which	most	would	characterize	as	ultimately	who	he	 is,	
appears	to	have	been	held	hostage	in	a	body	and	mind	that	generated	irrational	and	violent	impulses—
ones	that	he	apparently	tried,	but	ultimately	failed,	to	stop.		It	must	have	been	truly	hellish	to	experience.	

We	Are	Automata	

My	college	roommate	majored	in	computer	science	and	had	a	great	number	of	complex	projects.		One	of	
my	 favorites	 was	 on	 Artificial	 Intelligence,	 where	 he	 used	 genetic	 algorithms	 to	 determine	 the	
configuration	 of	 computer	 entities	 for	 competition	 against	 others	 designed	 by	 fellow	 class	members.		
These	entities	competed	on	a	 two-dimensional	grid	that	used	the	trained	configurations	to	determine	
behavior	and	outcomes	in	the	grid,	which	could	watched	on	a	screen.		What	I	found	most	fascinating	was	
that	 you	 could	 watch	 the	 behaviors	 of	 these	 algorithms	 and	 how	 they	 changed	 over	 time.	 	 Initial	
algorithms	might	get	“stuck”,	or	generally	behave	inefficiently,	and	might	not	grow	to	fill	up	the	space.		
Others	 might	 show	 promising	 growth	 in	 the	 space,	 but	 had	 little	 or	 no	 defense	 against	 attacking	
counterparts.		Some	might	attack	well,	but	might	ultimately	be	outnumbered,	losing	the	competition	in	
the	long	run.		Or,	some	entities	might	do	very	well	against	most	competitors,	but	fail	miserably	against	a	
select	few.		Thus,	the	outcomes	for	each	entity	depended	on	the	values	stored	in	its	configuration,	the	
rules	governing	the	competition,	and	the	other	entities	involved.			

I	find	it	difficult	to	see	any	real	difference	in	humans.	 	The	same	factors	are	at	play,	but	amplified	to	a	
mind-boggling	complexity.		We	are	unlikely	to	ever	know	the	exact	rules	that	govern	our	behavior	in	any	
given	situation	nor	the	environment	and	series	of	actions	and	reactions	that	got	us	to	that	state	in	the	
first	place.		However,	this	increase	in	complexity	does	not	change	the	reality—we	have	as	little	control	
over	our	outcomes	as	the	simulated	entities	at	war	with	each	other.	

A	Path	to	Right	View	

At	first,	these	conclusions	seem	disorienting	and	depressing,	but	they	can	lead	to	deep	compassion.		If	we	
can	truly	accept	that	everyone	is	at	the	mercy	of	their	own	neuroses	and	environment	that	they	do	not	
control,	then	it	is	difficult	to	remain	angry	or	upset	with	them.		After	all,	we	are	not	typically	upset	with	
the	weather	or	even	natural	disasters—we	may	wish	they	didn’t	happen	or	that	we	weren’t	around,	but	
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it	is	nonsensical	to	be	angry	with	the	weather	patterns	themselves.		In	other	words,	we	recognize	that	a	
hurricane	is	simply	the	natural	result	of	a	complex	series	of	interactions		of	air	pressure	and	temperature	
that	have	fed	back	on	each	other,	so	we	may	be	sad	when	it	destroys	a	beach	and	hurts	the	people	who	
live	there,	but	do	not	have	the	need	to	punish	it	for	having	caused	the	damage.		Thus	it	is	with	people,	we	
are	all	just	weather	patterns—sometimes	a	gentle	breeze	and	other	times	a	raging	hurricane,	but	never	
in	control.	

So	if	we	take	the	same	attitude	towards	people	that	we	take	to	the	weather	or	the	simulated	entities	at	
war,	our	anger	and	desire	for	retribution	dissipates.		For	example,	instead	of	being	angry	at	the	jerk	who	
just	 cut	you	off,	 you	can	have	compassion	 for	him	and	 recognize	 that	he	 is	not	 truly	 to	blame	 for	his	
actions.		Perhaps	he	had	a	terrible	day	or	was	distracted.		Or	maybe	he	is	just	an	unhappy	person	because	
he	happened	to	have	genes	with	a	high	inclination	towards	depression	and	might	be	at	a	bad	point	in	his	
life.		Of	course,	just	as	you	might	seek	shelter	from	the	rain,	you	may	then	avoid	being	around	him	in	the	
future.	

Similarly,	we	can	have	compassion	for	ourselves.	 	Everyone	has	done	something	they	regret,	but	were	
they	put	back	in	the	same	place	at	the	same	state,	they	would	do	it	again—how	could	they	not?		Thus,	
rather	than	blaming	ourselves	using	the	belief	we	could	have	acted	differently,	we	have	the	option	to	look	
back	with	compassion,	knowing	we	could	not	have	done	otherwise,	and	hopefully	learn	and	improve	going	
forward	(though	we	do	not	have	control	over	that	either!).	

Thus,	if	we	can	embrace	‘No	Will’	fully,	we	are	able	to	have	‘Right	View’	by	understanding	things	as	they	
truly	are.		With	this	view,	there	is	no	need	or	even	the	impulse	for	anger	to	arise	in	the	first	place,	and	we	
can	naturally	be	kind	to	everyone.		
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