What is Free Will?
*   *   *   *   *   *
Free will is a philosophical term often defined as the capacity of rational agents (thinking people) to choose a course of action from various alternatives without the influence of necessity or fate.  While seemingly obvious and simple, philosophers have argued for over 2,000 years about the existence and human capacity of free will.  Many philosophers have linked the notion of free will with the concept of moral responsibility

Read through each of the examples below and determine what factors might limit each person’s ability to choose freely.

1. Richard wants to eat a candy bar on the way to school, yet he knows that he shouldn’t because it is not part of a balanced breakfast.  Ultimately he eats a candy bar.

· What factors might be limiting their capacity to act freely? _____________________________
2. When she sees her boyfriend kissing another girl, Monica becomes so upset that she runs up to them and starts pulling on the girl’s hair.
· What factors might be limiting their capacity to act freely? _____________________________

3. Michael is addicted to nicotine.  He knows smoking is bad for his health and never wants to smoke another cigarette.  Ultimately, he caves and starts smoking again.

· What factors might be limiting their capacity to act freely? _____________________________
4. When Julie opens her paycheck she notices that her boss has accidentally added an extra zero to her total.  She decides that she will cash her check as is and immediately races to the bank.  When she arrives she finds that she simply cannot make herself cash the check and calls her boss.

· What factors might be limiting their capacity to act freely? _____________________________

5. In a post-game interview, the star quarterback is asked about his decision to scramble instead of pass on the game-winning play.  He stated that is was not his decision, but fate (God’s will) that determined the outcome of the game. 

· What factors might be limiting their capacity to act freely? _____________________________

6. CRITICAL THINKING: Is it possible for someone to believe in both fate & free will? Why or why not?
PRIMARY SOURCE: “Oration on the Dignity of Man”, by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
Unit 3 – Renaissance and Reformation



NAME: 



HR:
In his short lifetime, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) mastered Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and Arabic and aspired to synthesize the Hebrew, Greek, and Christian traditions. His most renowned work, Oration on the Dignity of Man, has been called the humanist manifesto. 

At last it seems to me I have come to understand why man is the most fortunate of creatures and consequently worthy of all admiration and what precisely is that rank which is his lot in the universal chain of Being -- a rank to be envied not only by brutes but even by the stars and by minds beyond this world. It is a matter past faith and a wondrous one. Why should it not be? For it is on this very account that man is rightly called and judged a great miracle and a wonderful creature indeed . . . . 

. . . God the Father, the supreme Architect, had already built this cosmic home we behold, the most sacred temple of His godhead, by the laws of His mysterious wisdom. The region above the heavens He had adorned with Intelligences, the heavenly spheres He had quickened with eternal souls, and the excrementary and filthy parts of the lower world He had filled with a multitude of animals of every kind. But, when the work was finished, the Craftsman kept wishing that there were someone to ponder the plan of so great a work, to love its beauty, and to wonder at its vastness…

He therefore took man as a creature of indeterminate nature and, assigning him a place in the middle of the world, addressed him thus: "Neither a fixed abode nor a form that is thine alone nor any function peculiar to thyself have we given thee, Adam, to the end that according to thy longing and according to thy judgment thou mayest have and possess what abode, what form, and what functions thou thyself shalt desire. The nature of all other beings is limited and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by Us. Thou, constrained by no limits, in accordance 
with thine own free will, in whose hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature. We have set thee at the world's center that thou mayest from thence more easily observe whatever is in the world. We have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, so that with freedom of choice and with honor, as though the maker and molder of thyself, thou mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer. Thou shalt have the power to degenerate into the lower forms of life, which are brutish. Thou shalt have the power, out of thy soul's judgment, to be reborn into the higher forms, which are divine." 

O supreme generosity of God the Father, O highest and most marvelous felicity of man! To him it is granted to have whatever he chooses, to be whatever he wills. Beasts as soon as they are born (so says Lucilius) bring with them from their mother's womb all they will ever possess. Spiritual beings, either from the beginning or soon thereafter, become what they are to be for ever and ever. On man when he came into life the Father conferred the seeds of all kinds and the germs of every way of life. Whatever seeds each man cultivates will grow to maturity and bear in him their own fruit. If they be vegetative, he will be like a plant. If sensitive, he will become brutish. If rational, he will grow into a heavenly being. If intellectual, he will be an angel and the son of God. And if, happy in the lot of no created thing, he withdraws into the center of his own unity, his spirit, made one with God, in the solitary darkness of God, who is set above all things, shall surpass them all.

1. According to the author, what makes man so great?  What sources does he use to justify his argument?
2. What evidence suggests that the author believes strongly in the existence of free will? (provide a quote)
3. How does the author attempt to reconcile (combine) his faith in God and in free will?

