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Some questions we have considered
• Does intentional action require attention?

• Does moral responsibility require attention?

• W. Wu: Yes. Action requires selecting perceptual inputs for behavioural outputs. 
Attention is the process of such selection. 

• C. D. Jennings: No. Skilled behaviours are intentional actions, but they do not 
involve attention. 

• Standard view: Yes. We are only morally responsible for those actions that are 
within our control. 

• C.D. Jennings: No. We are only morally responsible for those actions that are 
within our control, but not all forms of control involve attention.  

• Does control require attention?
• C.D. Jennings: No. Strategic automaticity is a form of control that does not 

require attention.



Some new questions
• What is the relation between control and free will?


• What is the relation between attention and free will?
- is there an interesting relation between them?

➡ A proposal: Attention is the locus of free will

a) Our free will is manifested in our capacity to direct attention in flexible ways


b) Free will requires a capacity to direct attention in flexible ways


c) Free will just is our capacity to direct attention in flexible ways



The metaphysical problem of free will

• We live in a world governed by 
natural laws (e.g., physical laws).


• Every state of the world is determined 
by natural laws, together with the 
world’s past states. 

• Past states of the world are fixed.

• An agent with a free will can initiate 
new causal chains.
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Recommended reading: Fischer et al (2007). Four Views on Free Will.



The “neurobiological” problem of free will
• We have a brain governed by 

neurobiological laws. 


• Every event happening in our brain is 
determined by neurobiological laws, 
together with our brain’s past states  

• Past states of our brain are fixed.

• An agent with a free will can initiate 
new causal chains.

…
…

…

… …Can attention initiate new causal 
chains?

Does attention escape neurobiological laws?
Can attention change our brain’s past states?



First proposal: 
C.O. Evans
“Attention is the mechanism 
of free will" 



Evans’ view, in a nutshell

• We have a concept of free will.


• This concept could be empty, if there is no actual 
process in the world (in our brains) it refers to. 


• But in fact, our concept has a referent: the selective 
direction of attention.  

• The selective direction of attention meets five plausible 
conditions for any process of free will.



Five conditions for a process of free will

P is a process of free will, if and only if:

A. P is connected with observable behaviour (overt action)


B. P can be brought under control 

C. P is controlled only by the subject whose process it is


D. P is a process of self-control 

E. It is possible for subjects to be mistaken about whether P 
is under their control



Attention meets condition E:
We can mistakenly think that we control our switches of 
attention, when in fact we do not.

• “Captions”

- Redirecting our attention to 
themselves

- Or to something else



Attention meets conditions B, C and D:
Although attention is an automatic and built-in process, we can 
bring this process under our control.

• We can learn to exercise free will by learning about our attention mechanisms.



Attention meets condition A:
The thoughts we select and reject are connected with action 
possibilities.

• “Storylines” in thought lead to overt action.



• Sounds good, but…



Outstanding questions

• A sufficiently strong notion of mental (“top-down”) causation? 


• Overruling neurobiological (or psychological) laws?


• Initiation of new causal chains?


• Relevant concept of free will?



Second proposal: 
Gillett & Liu
“By shifting our attention we 
gain control of our brain 
states” 



Gillett & Liu’s view, in a nutshell

• The mark of free will is responsiveness to reasons. 

• By choosing a train of thought (or any mental content) for a reason, we exert 
top down causation over our brain events.

• This capacity is manifested in our ability to learn to see one and the same 
physical stimulus in different ways.

• Aspect-seeing depends on shifts of attention - but also, importantly, on 
concepts and language



A minimal requirement for free will

• If you have free will, then you have control over your brain function in 
meaningful ways, not fully explained by what goes on in your brain.


➡A trascendental (Kantian) account: 

• Free will is “a faculty through which an empirical series of events first begins.”


• Meaningful control is achieved by means of reasons and imperatives, which 
guide our actions. 



A neuro-philosophical argument
Desired conclusion: Humans (as opposed to other animals) have self-control 
and (top down) free will

The argument:


1. Human actions can be explained in terms of reasons and arguments.


2. When you act because you have been asked to do Φ or Ψ, the origin of the 
act is your conscious decision to accede to the request.


3. Conscious human decisions sometimes configure brain events from the 
top down to produce an action - whatever the causal workings of our brain 
at the time.



The Necker cube is top-down causation in 
action
• From the imperative to a brain state: A decision determines the content of 

my experience.



The Necker cube syllogism

1. If S can do Φ or Ψ when asked, then S has free will 
(because S voluntarily obeys an imperative)


2. If S sees x as F, then S is in a specific brain state.


3. S can learn to see the Necker cube this way and then that 
if asked to.


4. S can voluntarily change her brain state on request.

From the definition of free will

Plausible empirical hypothesis

Empirical premise

From 2&3



The Necker cube is top-down causation in 
action
• From the imperative to a brain state: A decision determines the content of 

my experience.

• The role of language: This decision 
depends on the skills I have learned to 
master.

• The role of attention: Attention is 
involved in aspect-seeing (seeing x as F)



Attention and aspect seeing

• Changing our attention changes the pattern of neuronal activation our brain is 
in. 


• This is “clicking out” of the dominant brain process by an act of will. 


• We can learn to exert our free will by mastering a set of cognitive techniques - 
which involve learning new ways of directing our attention. 



• Let’s try…
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Rules, reasons and language

• Learning to follow the rules structuring attention (and perception, and 
rationality) gives us abilities to control our attention.

• Mastered skills become nearly 
automatic

• We learn the rules “with the close 
participation of speech” and “learning 
from others”



“The Necker cube shows that our brain 
states are under the control of our will”
• Past experiences and background knowledge do not force me to see the 

Necker cube in a certain way


• I can still use this information to frame my current task, in a non-automatic 
way


• “Shifting the focus of thought changes the patterns of activity in the brain in 
ways arising outside the scope of neuroscience”


➡ This behaviour follows retoric and logic and not physical causation



• All well and good, but…



Outstanding questions

• Is acting for a reason really sufficient for generating a new causal chain? 

• What does the Necker cube syllogism actually show?

• How well does the discussion in this paper support the neuro-philosophical 
argument? (and, what does this argument actually show?)


