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 Phillip Dick in his story “Minority Report, written in 1954, paints a world where the future is pre-determined.  Anderton, a police chief heading the precrime unit, reads cards (note written before computers) that fortell a murder which is about to happen.  The result printed on the card, based on the majority view of the future as determined from three possible future chain of events,  contains the name of the murderer and his victim.  The future murderer is then arrested before a crime can be committed.  

The world portrayed here is the antithesis of the world presented to the Israelite people, poised to enter the promised land in parshat Re’eh.   They are told to see, each person for himself, and to make a free choice between good and evil.  The rabbis believed that free choice is embodied in the use of the word “see” instead of “listen”.   “See, this day I set before you blessing and curse: blessing, if you obey the commandments of the Lord our God that I enjoin upon you this day; and curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your god, but turn away from the path that I enjoin upon this day …”

Re’eh makes it clear that we should each decide for ourselves whether or not to obey the commandments.   And yet, in spite of this clear assertion, the question of free will and to what extent events are predetermined are still open questions debated  from the time of Torah to the current day where they are probed by scientists and philosophers armed with equations, logic, and laboratory experiments.  

The idea of free will has been challenged by neuroscientists who, in the past few decades, have developed increasingly sophisticated measurement techniques for probing the brain.  In the 1980s, Benjamin Libet, a physiologist at the University of California, San Francisco, found that brain signals associated with a particular action occur roughly a half second before the subject has decided to take that action.  It is as if the conscious brain is only playing catch-up to what the unconscious brain was already doing.  Some scientists take this result and the many corroborating experiments that followed it as proof that humans do not have agency.  Others counter this assertion, saying that free will is not about muscular control, which is anyway partially voluntary, but about a higher level of activity occurring on a longer time scale.

Philosophers debate whether or not free will can coexist with determinism.  After all, people have the capacity for conscious deliberation, rational thinking, and self-control.  Daniel Dennett, a philosopher from Tufts, believes that free will coexists with determinism and says that events are pre-determined to some extent by evolution, history, and culture-as conscious beings with agency, we have the ability to reflect on these things, to “see” as commanded in Re’eh and exercise free will.

Mathematicians and physicists are engaged in their own debates that appear to be on a different level.  Quantum mechanics tells us that the movements of particles from which we are ultimately made can be described in terms of probabilities, meaning that the universe is not deterministic.  The discoveries of the laws of quantum mechanics prompted Einstein to declare that God does not play dice with the universe.  Although today there is universal agreement on the laws of physics, the implications for whether or not we have free will are still up for grabs.  Steven Hawking asserts in his 2010 book, The Grand Design, that we don’t need God and there is no free will.  Schroedinger, a Nobel Prize winning physicist and one of the founders of quantum mechanics asserts that he believes in free will, and the random probabilities governing the atoms in his body do not prevent him from living with free will.  Similarly, George Musser in a recent article in Scientific American says, “Part of my own interest is that I've never been able to see why people get worked up about a supposed conflict between free will and determinism. To my mind, there is no conflict. Human consciousness and therefore the concept of free will are emergent properties, so whether microscopic physics is deterministic or not is irrelevant. To speak of a conflict is to mix levels of description. In other words, there's no "you" who is steered one way or the other by initial conditions. "You" are a product of those conditions.”  This view echos the sentiments of the philosophers rebutting the neuroscientists.

Personally, in researching this topic I was surprised to learn that whether or not there is free will is a serious topic of discussion among biologists, physicists, and philosophers.  From my cursory explorations, I learned that detailed proof of determinism and free will can be derived in different intellectual fields, however, at the end of the day people still take a leap of faith and exercise their free will in deciding what to accept as truth.  

This observation lead me back to the Torah and looking in more detail at what the commentators say about free will.  Nechama Leibowitz in her commentary on Re’eh finds meaning in the Hebrew grammar.

For the blessings, the Hebrew is:

“Et habrachah asher tish'me'oo  el mitzvot...”

For the curses, the Hebrew is:

“Ve'ha'klalah im lo tish'me'oo el mitzvot...”

 The Torah says “asher”, a blessing that you obey (and the blessing is its own reward).  It is not conditional but it is the default.  In the case of evil, however, the word “if” is used indicating that if you do not live an ethical life, there will be consequences.   Leibowitz says that the blessing of the commandments comes from God – it is humans who choose to go against the commandments and suffer the consequences.

Thinking about the Torah, its interpretations, and the thinking of modern scholars, I have come to the conclusion that we do have free choice, but in a limited sense.  First, I believe that we are wired to try to do what is right, to live according to the blessing of the commandments from God.  Secondly, our lives are influenced by history and conditions in the world over which we have no control and which limit our free will.   Exercising free will is as expressed in the Torah, “SEE”,  that is see what is around you and with a sense of doing the right thing, make the best choice you can.  I'll end with a quote from Isaac Bashevis Singer, “The greatest gift which humanity has received is free choice.  It is true that we are limited in our use of free choice.  But the little free choice we have is such a great gift and is potentially worth so much that for this itself, life is worthwhile living.”
