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60 seconds Dr. Jemma

Harris Bawden

with...

What kind of things really make
you laugh?

Favourite movie of all time? Why?

What is your favorite way to spend
a Saturday?

Do you have any pet peeves?

What’s your biggest goal in life
right now?

What should we know about you
that we’d never think to ask?
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Under the Spotlight:

Final Destination Psychology?!

Just for fun...

Did you know that
these famous (or in-
famous) people also
have psychology de-

grees???

Jerry Bruckheimer,
television and

movie producer earned
his BA in psychology
from the

University of Arizona.

1970s’ serial killer

Ted Bundy graduated
with a degree

in psychology

from Seattle’s

University of Washington.
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by Matthew Hare

Free Will

Recently, 2nd year students Mathew Hare
joined the newsletter team. Mathew's role will
be to contribute opinion pieces about topics in
psychology that particularly interest him. We've
asked him about his role and what he looks
forward to the most: “My primary interests are
the study of free will and the self, autism, and
the rehabilitation of patients with neurological
damage. | hope to contribute pieces to the
newsletter that deconstruct preconceptions
which may exist about certain psychological
theories, research, and methods of treatment. |
believe that psychology is currently going
through an exciting transitional period and
hope that through the newsletter | can offer my
opinions on developments and recent
research.”

If an animal harms a human being, generally the
animal will be destroyed without question. Soci-
ety does not ascribe blame to the animal; es-
sentially we consider animals to be a collection
of neurocircuitry without the capacity for free
will. However, this causes considerable problems
for some neuroscientists. How can we consider
humans to have free will, given that our brains
run fundamentally the same algorithms to that
of an animal’s brain? As we do not accept that
animals have freedom of thought, how can we
assume this capacity for ourselves with the
knowledge that our brain anatomy is essentially
the same?

Evidence from neuropsychology provides re-
searchers with reasons with which to refute our
ability to make free decisions. Spilt-brain pa-
tients will often develop alien hand syndrome, a
condition where one hand will often act seem-
ingly of its own volition without regard for the
concerns of the individual. Patients with this
condition report that however hard they try, it is
impossible for them to stop their alien hand
from moving or influence its actions. In what
way can we describe these patients as having
freedom in their choices? Critics argue that their
inability to control and influence their motor
actions in a particular limb arises from a neuro-
logical impediment and that “neurotypicals” (an
individual without any evident neurological
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damage or impairments) do not display any defi-
cit in freedom of choosing when to move a limb.
However, Benjamin Libet conducted research
with a neurotypical population in an effort to
directly test the free will of human beings. He
used EEG to record the brain activity of partici-
pants during a very simple task which involved
watching a timer and noting the exact moment
when they had the urge to lift their finger. The
first finding was that on average participants felt
the urge to move their finger about a quarter of
a second before they made their move; this is of
course hardly a remarkable finding. Rather more
exciting was that brain activity began to rise in
participants before they reported the urge to
move. Furthermore, this activity began to rise a
whole second before participants moved. From
this are we not surely to conclude that our brain
works behind the scenes planning actions long
before we are made privy to the news that we've
had an idea? Some neuroscientists now argue
that consciousness is more like the CEO of a
large, exciting, and impossibly complicated com-
pany. Essentially, consciousness only becomes
involved with decisions at the final stage and is
able to apply a veto if necessary. It is only fair to
point out, that some such as philosopher Alfred
Mele, have turned this argument in on itself. He
argues that the very fact that consciousness re-
tains the ability to modify or cancel an action
surely suggests that we do in fact have free will.
Equally, some researchers have expressed con-
cerns about applying Libet’s findings to cognitive
processes such as thinking and planning due to
the nature of the original research which fo-
cused on a, relatively speaking, simple motor
action.

For many the notion that we may not have free
will is quite unsettling. Does evidence from neu-
roscience not just relegate us to mindless robots
at the mercy of our biology? | think not. David
Eagleman illustrates the ramifications of neuro-
scientific findings quite beautifully when he says
“Just as Galileo dethroned Earth from its position
at the centre of the universe, neuroscience has
dethroned man’s position from the centre of
themselves”. We are now free from previous as-
sumptions about the fundamental nature of the
way in which we make decisions; consequently
we can begin to address the difficult and exciting
task of understanding how our neural systems
determine our behaviour.
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