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Modelling and Context

All usable modelling is context-dependent. When something interferes from outside
the modelling context we often use a ‘proxy’ for this in the form of an effectively
random input (e.g. a pseudo-random generator). This is often the best we can do since
we cannot extend the model to capture what is beyond the modelling context, but a
random source at least mimics the extra-contextuality of this interference. Thus from
within the context causal factors are either (potentially) encodable as part of a model
or, at best, thought of as random. However this does not make this interfering cause
random in any other sense (i.e. in another or wider context).

A Functional Description of Free-Will

What common sense identifies as free will occurs in different degrees in different
circumstances. It has evolved in us as a species (free-will is one thing that
distinguishes us from bacteria). Thus it is likely to have given us selective advantage
(at least, as individuals). I suggest that the properties of free will that are relevant are:

1. From the point of view of another the actions of the individual possessing free
will are (at least somewhat) unpredictable.

2. One’s actions lead to one’s goals. That is, from an internal view the actions
are consistent with achieving the goals.

3. When requested, the individual can produce an explanation for the (previously
somewhat unpredictable) action which is acceptably rational. That is an
account of ones decision process can be made in terms that are socially
acceptable to other participants.

The advantage of these properties comes from the social context humans necessarily
inhabit (‘necessarily’ because the survival of humans seems to come from their ability
to inhabit many different ecological niches due to their social adaptivity). In a
partially competitive social situation, where your competitors are trying to “guess”
what you will do, there is obvious advantage in not being predictable by others. Yet
at the same time one needs to perform actions that will further one’s own goals.
Further, membership of many human social groups and institutions (in the widest
sense) is often conditional on being able to demonstrate that one is rational (from the
viewpoint of the others in that group) so that they can have some assurance that you
will abide by the norms and rules of the group (e.g. incentives and sanctions will
behave some sway on you). Thus simultaneously possessing abilities (1), (2) and (a)
is advantageous for us humans (and to a lesser degree other highly social animals).

Criteria (1), (2) and (3) thus form our requirements for an implementation of free will.
It is notable that these criteria are each about different contexts. (1) concerns only the
external viewpoint of a competitor; (2) is only about the internal, cognitive context;



and (3) concerns the translation of the internal into the external context by an
individual. Also not that all of these criteria are necessary:

A Proposed Mechanism for Free-will

The question is how can these requirements be reconciled with a single mind. We get
a clue from ontogeny. What common sense identifies as free will appears in us during
development (an adult has more free-will than a day-old foetus). This is not an
instantaneous, all-or-nothing ability but one that develops in us over time. Once we
have become an adult it is helpful to have created an internal context that is
commensurable with other’s internal contexts (or at least the social presentations of
those internal contexts) but not be totally accessible to modelling from those other
contexts. A process that is known to be able to create new contexts is that of
evolution (in the widest sense). The hypothesis is that the brain has evolved so as to
facilitate the evolution of free will over the development process. Thus the proposal
is to implement free will using an evolutionary process, that is to adapt mechanisms
from evolutionary computation to produce a model of the mind that meets criteria (1)
and (2) (criterion (3) is more complex to achieve as it also requires social and
communicative abilities, but mechanism to do this will be sketched).

The proposed mechanism is as follows: there is a ‘space’ of constructible strategies
from a ‘language’ of steps, conditionals and actions; there is a current ‘population’ of
strategies that are being evolved as the result of experimental variation of these and
their evaluation (based upon the success of using the strategies or similar strategies);
the language of these and many of the original archetypes for these strategies have a
social origin, i.e. they are socially shared; the language must be suitably ‘open-ended’
(that is similar strategies in terms of effect must be expressible in many different
ways) so that internal expressions of strategies will be different across individuals and
so it is possible that developed variations result in different actions given the same
circumstances; that the success of strategies will be according to the three criteria:
unpredictability; effectiveness; and social accountability. This basic structure is
augmented in two ways by adding the ability to anticipate the results of as strategies
and thus allow the evaluation of strategies by whether they produced the expected
results as well as the extent to which they furthered goals, and to also allow the
(limited) co-evolution of the evolutionary operators themselves.

I claim that such a mechanism, when used in a socially embedded individual will
satisfy the criteria above. It also answers the objection that free-will is only possible
if the decision mechanism and the previous state is freely chose, for if you try and
chase any particular decision backwards in time then you merely increase the
difficulty of modelling it, so this becomes impractical. The roots of decisions are lost
back in the evolutionary process — in a sense, this process can be seen as an way of
amplifying the difficulty of modelling (from an external point of view) from small
difficulties to insurmountable ones — or infinitesimal amounts of free-will up to
effective amounts (the strangeness of the later analogy results from the attempt to
impose a context-independent account on a process which creates a new context).

The Social and Cognitive Views

This picture of the relationship between the human mind and its social context as a (at
least partial) explanation for human intelligence is the core of the “social intelligence”
and “Machiavellian Intelligence” hypotheses. In particular, the latter version is



almost inevitable given the dual needs for making one’s actions unpredictable before
and yet revealed as furthering one’s own ends after action. Thus the above
implementation of free-will fits well with these hypotheses for a consequence of it is
that it would occur and have meaning in a social context.

That the brain implements such a process (or something equivalent) is not clear. That
it could implement such a process is indicated by the discovery that it does utilise
evolutionary process as part of its functioning.

Philosophy

Such a proposal as this inevitably provokes many philosophical responses. They are
mostly variants of an a priori conviction that free will is impossible, and thus my
suggestion is inadequate. The most easily dismissed of these comes out of an
assumption that the world (in some sense), and hence human decision making, is
deterministic, despite the fact that evidence does not support this. A more
sophisticated response is that the world is either deterministic or (as physics suggests)
random, so human decisions are the same. However, as I argue at the beginning, this
is a result of the context-dependency of our modelling, we use randomness for a
model of what we can not model and we impute this upon the parts of human decision
making we can not model. That we cannot model it is unsurprising since this is (part
of) the purpose of free will — to separate the modelling from an internal and external
point of view. This brings us to the most fundamental difficulty: it is part of the
nature of philosophy to seek universal (non-context-dependent) models for the world
leading to an, in practice, assumption that such a view is possible once the details of
particular contexts are ‘filtered out’. If the mechanisms of free will are based in their
effectiveness at separating internal and external contexts (from the point of view of
modelling) then its existence and the applicability of a philosophical approach are
opposed (to the extent philosophy is formed of potentially non-context-dependent
arguments or truths). One is then left with a choice: accept that such free-will can
exist, for which there is some evidence (albeit most is anecdotal), or rely on the
universality of philosophy (which is pure assumption since there can not be evidence
for this).
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