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  BOOK REVIEW 

Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, Moral Psychology Volume 4: Free Will and Moral 
Responsibility. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014, 496 pp., ISBN: 
9780262525473. 

This book is the fourth volume of a series on moral psychology edited by 
philosopher Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. Each of these volumes is organized in 
debate format, with ten or so main essays each followed by responses from two 
critics, with an opportunity for the author of the main essay to make a final 
reply.The present volume takes on the question of free will and moral 
responsibility, and addresses the question of what implications recent discoveries 
in neuroscience and social psychology have for our traditional notions of moral 
and legal responsibility, as well as for popular and philosophical notions of free 
will. Given the constant barrage of media coverage of scientists declaring that 
science has now proven that free will is an illusion, and even that morality itself 
is an illusion, this volume covers a topic that is timely, relevant, and important. 

The aim of this series on moral psychology is, as Sinnott-Armstrong explains 
in the introduction to Volume 1, to bring philosophy and science back into 
dialogue on questions of moral philosophy. For much of the 20th century, moral 
philosophers were trained to shun science as having little importance on moral 
issues. One might add (though Sinnott-Armstrong does not say this) that 
discussions of morality by social scientists have frequently demonstrated a 
confusion between the normative and descriptive aspects of morality, severely 
limiting their useful contributions to moral philosophy. In the last few decades 
however, there has been far more interchange between philosophers and 
scientists. The question, however, remains just how relevant and important 
scientific findings can or should be to moral philosophy: some (especially 
scientists) believe that new scientific evidence has vast and revolutionary 
implications, others that scientific evidence has little relevance to these ancient 
debates. The question of free will and responsibility is perhaps the best test case 
for this question, given the repeated claims that science has made radical new 
discoveries on the topic. If true, it would entail momentous changes to every 
aspect of our society, not least to the criminal justice system and its assumption 
that there is a difference between behavior that is responsible and behavior that is 
causally determined (irrational, psychotic) and that therefore is not liable to 
punishment (even the assumption that humans but not animals are subject to 
punishment is based on this distinction).   

So, do we need to reshape our basic social institutions? Thankfully, there 
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appears little reason to worry, as is well demonstrated by the contributions to this 
volume of two philosophers, Alfred Mele and Eddy Nahmias. The inclusion of 
these two important critics of the “illusionist” position in free will is the best part 
of this volume, and more than makes up for the otherwise excessive weighting of 
the volume towards scientists (6 of the 10 main essays in the book are by 
scientists, and of the 4 essays by philosophers one is by Churchland, whose work 
arguably belongs more in the category of science than philosophy given her 
methods and commitments). 

Both Nahmias and Mele effectively demonstrate that the claim “free will is an 
illusion” is based on the faulty assumption that free will implies a Cartesian 
dualist notion of a supernatural soul existing outside the physical world. But, in 
fact, vanishingly few philosophers would accept that conception of free will, and 
indeed (though there is some debate about this issue) it seems that the “folk 
conception” of free will is not essentially dualist either. Given that in the opinion 
of most philosophers free will does not require dualism, there is no ground for 
declaring it is an illusion, let alone that we need to radically reshape our social 
institutions. Nor is it even likely, as the essay by Roskies points out, that science 
could settle the essentially metaphysical issues involved in free will, including 
even whether the world is ultimately deterministic. 

Mele and Nahmias, along with other commentators, also effectively debunk 
the widespread claim that laboratory studies (such as by Libet or Soon et alia) 
have demonstrated that conscious control of our choices is an illusion. These 
famous studies have shown how neuroscience can identify brain activity that 
occurs before we are conscious of it and that can be used to predict our choices.  
However, the predictive power is quite limited, only 10% above chance in the 
Soon study. More importantly, these studies fail to make a basic distinction 
between an urge or inclination towards a particular choice versus a conscious 
decision to make that choice. Thus what they are probably measuring is the 
unconscious arising of urges, the existence of which is hardly surprising, and it 
makes sense that measuring these urges has some (though limited) predictive 
power. But it tells us nothing about the reality of free will. 

An equally influential challenge to our notions of free will and responsibility 
comes from the “situationist” theory in social psychology. There is a wide body 
of evidence indicating that our choices are often influenced by arbitrary or 
irrelevant and unconscious factors (such as whether there is an aroma of fresh 
baked goods in the air, which may make us more likely to donate money to 
charity). For some social psychologists, this evidence raises doubts about the 
very notion of conscious agency. Psychologists Ellen Furlong and Laurie Santos, 
contributors of a chapter to this volume, take just this view, holding that the 
evidence raises a “very worrying prospect” for free will and moral responsibility 
(358). They suggest that both these notions may simply be “illusions” (378). 
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They support this claim with evidence that monkeys and apes are subject to 
similar unconscious influences, suggesting that these tendencies may be 
evolutionary “deep” in us. 

However, as philosopher Christian Miller rightly notes, these psychologists 
draw conclusions that far and even irresponsibly exceed the empirical evidence. 
The use of other primates as supporting evidence is particularly questionable, 
given that the very issue at stake is whether humans uniquely have the power of 
conscious agency that allows them to be responsible for their behavior in ways 
that monkeys are not. Equally worrisome is the tendency of situationists to 
extrapolate from the fact that our decisions (especially trivial ones, such as 
whether one “likes household items” (356)) can be and often are influenced at 
the margins by unconscious or irrelevant factors, to the dramatic and 
unwarranted conclusion that there is no such thing as conscious agency at all. 
Indeed, it is notable how vaguely their findings are expressed; rather than 
providing quantified, precise measurements of how much influence unconscious 
factors have, what we get are statements such as these: situational aspects “may 
run far deeper” (348), they “may be deep features” (359), we are “more affected” 
by them “than we realize” (359), they “may be a more fundamental aspect” of 
our decisions (358); framing biases “can affect our intuitions” (358), etc. If moral 
philosophy is going to incorporate empirical findings from science, it will need 
to demand far higher scientific standards than this. 

Perhaps the strangest of the contributions to this volume is by psychologists 
Victoria Lee and Lasana Harris in the final chapter of the book. Lee and Harris 
suggest that the intractability of the debate over free will may perhaps be 
explained by “social reward processing,” in that group identity politics hinder 
people from addressing these questions “scientifically” (381). Philosophers may 
adopt their positions on free will based on the social rewards they receive, rather 
than on being convinced by arguments (383). Thus philosophers, due to group 
identity, tend to believe in free will, whereas scientists tend to be determinists.  
Lee and Harris even suggest that, if only different groups come together and 
“pool their common interest” in answering this question, a “definitive answer to 
the free will question may be closer than we know” (396). And most bizarrely of 
all, they imply that the definitive answer may lie in compatibilism—not because 
compatibilism is true, but rather because compatibilists provide a “quintessential 
example” of how groups can work together and reach a compromise positionthat 
embraces both free will and determinism and hence can satisfy everyone! 

While there is no question that social group identity can often influence one’s 
convictions, the suggestion that it is the primary determinant of the way 
philosophers choose their positions on free will is not only without any concrete 
empirical support (they provide no analysis that philosophers who are 
determinists or libertarians or compatibilists belong to different social groups 
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within philosophy), but is patronizing and condescending as well (it is as if they 
are discussing primate behavior). What plays virtually no role in their essay is 
any mention of truth or sound argument as the motivating or determining factor 
in such debates; all behavior is reduced to “social reward processing.” This view, 
if taken seriously, would undermine the entire intellectual enterprise of 
philosophy and every other discipline with it. Even stranger, they seem not to 
notice the problem of self-refutation. This approach would apply to social 
psychologists as well, including themselves. So what do they think they are 
doing in this essay? Pursuing the truth, or merely seeking social approval? 

The upshot of this volume, at least in the view of this reviewer, is that if there 
is to be fruitful dialogue between science and philosophy, it is not just 
philosophers who need to make the effort to seek out scientists. Scientists need to 
learn some philosophy before making grand declarations that major 
philosophical problems have been solved. They also need to stop thinking that 
philosophical questions are easy or that the scientific method is the key to finally 
resolving them. Emblematic of this scientistic view is eminent neuroscientist 
Michael Gazzaniga, who writes that “modern philosophical argument should 
begin at the point where modern neuroscience is both appreciated and 
understood” (60). Unfortunately, Gazzaniga’s own contribution to this volume 
displays that he has little grasp of the philosophical issues involved in free will, 
determinism, and conscious agency. Evolutionary anthropologist Brian Hare 
defends the work of Furlong and Santos as “demonstrating the need to take an 
evolutionary approach to understanding issues such as human free will” (366). 
However, it is highly unlikely that evolutionary theory will have anything much 
to contribute to the debate between compatibilism, incompatibilism and 
libertarianism, or the problem of the legitimacy of punishment. Ironically, Hare 
unwittingly states a position closer to the truth when he writes, “The implications 
of an evolutionary approach for the study of human behavior cannot be 
understated” (362). There is no doubt that evolution, neuroscience, and social 
psychology have relevance to some aspects of free will and moral responsibility, 
for instance in identifying the underlying neural causes of addiction. But the 
reason that these profound issues are fundamentally philosophical rather than 
scientific is not that prior science was not yet ready to tackle them, but rather that 
they are properly understood, fundamentally, as metaphysical and not scientific 
issues. 
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