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The New Problem of Free Will  
 

There is now what we might call “a new problem of free will.”  Whereas the traditional 

problem of free will arises out of arguments that suggest that we do not have free will, the 

new problem comes from recent work in the social sciences that reveal the untoward 

consequences of not believing that we have free will.  In this paper, I will explain this 

problem, explain why it is a problem, and propose one way of dealing with it.  The way I 

propose capitalizes on recent work in epistemology and the philosophy of mind on the 

phenomenon of alief (Gendler 2008a). 

C.P. Snow said, “We have to believe in free will to get along.”1  This thinking is 

echoed in Saul Smilansky’s “Free Will: From Nature to Illusion.”  Smilansky argues that 

the social ramifications of weakened free will beliefs could be dire.2  Nadelhoffer and 

Matveeva (2009) claim that a disbelief in free will could mean “wide-reaching negative 

intrapersonal and interpersonal consequences.”3  It is clear to these thinkers it would be 

problematic if people didn’t believe in free will.  However, since most people do believe 

in free will, there seems to be nothing to worry about.  Findings from a 1998 International 

Social Survey Programme seem to confirm this.  Researchers found that more than 70% 

of people (across thirty-six countries) agree with the statement that their fate is in their 

own hands.4 

Despite this evidence to the contrary, there are compelling reasons why a 

significant number of people’s free will beliefs will be destroyed or substantially 

weakened in the not too distant future.  One of them is a finding from Twenge et al. 

                                                
1 Snow (1983). 
2 Smilansky (2001).  
3 p. 495. 
4 Presumably, a person who believes her fate is in her own hands believes herself to have free will.  
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(2004) with respect to locus of control.  People with a disbelief in free will tend to 

attribute their behavior to external factors, such as environment and chance, as opposed 

to internal factors, like skill and effort.  They perceive their ‘locus of control’ externally 

instead of internally.5  Twenge et al. (2004) found perceptions of locus of control have 

changed from the 1960s to 1990s.  According to these researchers, the report of a 

perceived external locus of control from the 60s to 90s increased more than three quarters 

of a standard deviation.  This may be the symptom of a growing disbelief in free will.  So 

although—as the international survey suggests—most people believe they have free will, 

this is a reason to think otherwise.  There are others, too,6 but for now let us take it for 

granted that free will disbelief is increasing and survey empirical research linking 

disbelief in free will with antisocial behavior. 

Results from Baumeister et al. (2009) suggest disbelief or weak belief in free will 

causes reduced helping and increased aggression.  In the first of three experiments, 

subjects were randomly assigned to a ‘determinism’, ‘free will’, or ‘neutral’ condition.  

The determinism group read a set of fifteen statements, such as “Science has 

demonstrated that free will is an illusion” and “All behavior is determined by brain 

activity, which in turn is determined by a combination of environmental and genetic 

factors.”  In the free will condition, subjects read statements including, “I demonstrate my 

free will every day when I make decisions” and “I have feelings of regret when I make 

bad decisions because I know that ultimately I am responsible for my actions.”  In the 
                                                
5 See Rotter (1954). 
6 For instance, articles casting doubt on the existence of free will have appeared in the mainstream 
publications like The Wall Street Journal, Scientific American, The Telegraph, and Psychology Today. 
Some of these articles elucidate landmark work in neuroscience from Libet (1983), Ammon and Gandevia 
(1990), Brasil-Neto et al. (1992), and Soon et al. (2008) whose findings call into question the existence of 
free will. 
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neutral condition subjects read statements like, “Pocket calculators became common 

items only after 1970” and “Oceans cover 71% of the earth’s surface.”  Each subject read 

fifteen of their condition’s statements for fifteen minutes at a rate of one per minute.   

After reading the set of statements, participants read six hypothetical scenarios 

depicting individuals in need of help (e.g., a homeless person in need of money, a fellow 

student in need of a cell phone, etc.).  Subsequently, subjects were asked to indicate—in 

that moment—how likely they would be willing to help in each situation on a scale from 

1 (not at all likely) to 9 (very likely). 

The average participant in the determinism condition reported a help score of 5.33, 

with a standard deviation of 1.52.  In the neutral condition the average was 6.23 (SD = 

1.28), and the average score in the free will condition was 6.27 (SD = 1.19).7  Consider 

the difference between the determinism and neutral conditions, in which reported 

helpfulness dropped from 69.2% to 59.2% (6.23 to 5.33 out of 9).8  

In another experiment, the researchers measured the effect of a disbelief in free 

will on aggression.  As was the case in the first experiment, participants were put into 

                                                
7 The similar help score averages from the free will and neutral conditions led researchers to conclude that a 
belief in free will was already common among participants in the neutral condition.  This is consistent with 
the aforementioned finding from a 1998 survey conducted by the International Social Survey Programme 
that more than 70% of people—across thirty-six countries—agreed with the statement that their fate is in 
their own hands.  (Though, as previously argued, this may be changing.) 
8 Because of a p-value of 0.03, researchers concluded it was highly unlikely the lower average from the 
determinism condition was due to chance alone.  This result suggests a disbelief in free will causes an 
arguably substantial reduction in willingness to help (reflected in the on average 10% lower help score).  
But this tells us virtually nothing about the variability within the groups.  For instance, an on average 10% 
reduction in help score could be the result of everyone in the determinism condition each reporting a help 
score of 10% less than scores reported in the control group.  However, the same average difference would 
result from half of the participants in the determinism condition reporting a help score of 20% less than the 
scores reported in the control group and the other half of those in the determinism group reporting the same 
score as their counterparts in the control group.  To get a better sense of the variability of scores in the 
experimental group, we can appeal to a standardized effect size, e.g., Cohen’s d, in which the average mean 
difference is couched in terms of standard deviation.8  This standardized effect size will give us a better 
idea of the degree of variance in the help scores of the experimental condition.  In general, the larger the d, 
the larger the absolute effect size and the smaller the variance in the population.  Cohen’s d in this case was 
0.64, which on the standard interpretation means the effect size is moderate-to-high. 
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free will or determinism conditions (although there was no neutral condition this time).  

To assess aggression, researchers adapted work from Lieberman et al. (1999) by giving 

the subjects an opportunity to serve spicy food (hot salsa on tortilla chips) to someone 

averse to such foods (or so the subjects were led to believe).  In addition, they were told 

these people would be required to eat all of the food served.  Aggression was assessed by 

measuring milligrams of salsa served.  Researchers found those primed to not believe in 

free will served more salsa than those in the free will condition.  The average amount of 

salsa served in the determinism condition was 17.8 milligrams (standard deviation = 

16.3).  The average amount served in the free will condition was 9.4 milligrams (SD = 

11.6).  These results suggest a disbelief in free will causes one to act more aggressively 

than someone who does believe.9   

Stillman and Baumeister (2010) hypothesized a disbelief in free will disrupts 

important learning that occurs from experience.  They theorized people who do not 

believe in free will are less likely to consider alternative ways of acting.  They used the 

same procedure employed by Baumeister et al. (2009), that is, they randomly assigned 

participants into determinism, free will, and neutral conditions and had them read 

booklets of fifteen statements relevant to their condition for fifteen minutes.  Participants 

were then asked to write about a time they hurt someone.  This prompt had been used by 

Baumeister et al., (1994, 1995) to provoke feelings of guilt.  To better ensure participants 

had a specific event in mind, each were asked to write down the initials of the person they 

hurt, as well as the approximate time of day the event occurred.  Subsequently, 

participants were asked to report the degree of guilt they felt from the event from 1 (no 

                                                
9 Because the p-value was 0.01, the experimenters concluded it was extremely unlikely the difference in 
outcomes was due to chance.  Cohen’s d was 0.59, which on the standard interpretation means the effect 
size is moderate. 
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guilt at all) to 7 (extreme guilt).  Then after being prompted to describe the event in detail, 

they were asked, “Do you feel you learned anything from this event?” on a scale from 1 

(learned nothing at all) to 7 (learned a great deal). 

The researchers found those in the determinism condition reported learning less 

from guilt inducing experiences as compared to those in the neutral and free will 

conditions.  In the neutral condition, the average learning score was 6.6 (SD = .89), while 

in the determinism condition, the average score was 3.83 (SD = 2.56).10   

There is a growing body of research linking disbelief in free will with other 

negative behavior as well.  Vohs & Schooler (2008), for instance, associate disbelief in 

free will with increased cheating and stealing.  Stillman et al. (2010) link it to poorer job 

performance and decreased job satisfaction.  A reduction in readiness potential associated 

with basic motor preparation, like the intentional effort behind moving a limb, has also 

been tied to disbelief in free will, according to Rigoni et al. (2011). 

Should the antisocial behavior resulting from a disbelief in free will threaten 

social functionality, I propose employing methods to induce alief in free will.  ‘Alief’ is a 

term coined by Gendler (2008a) used to denote a mental state she argues is an important 

part of human psychology that does a better job of explaining perplexing belief-

discordant behavior than do traditional or status quo models of the mind.  A paradigmatic 

alief “is a mental state with associatively-linked content that is representational, affective 

and behavioral, and that is activated—consciously or nonconsciously—by features of the 

                                                
10 Because the p-value was 0.048, the experimenters concluded it was unlikely the difference in outcomes 
was due to chance.  Cohen’s d in this case was 1.45, which on the standard interpretation means the effect 
size is very high. 
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subject’s internal or ambient environment.”11  Gendler (2008a) presents several cases to 

flesh out the concept of alief.  Here are two of them: 

In one of the paradigm examples of an alief, Gendler references a New York 

Times article about a thrilling recent addition to the Grand Canyon: The Grand Canyon 

Skywalk, a glass walkway 4,000 feet above the bottom of the canyon.  Visitors are 

required to wear special booties so not to scratch the glass below, protecting the illusion 

of walking on air.  Rothstein, the author of the Times piece writes:   

One woman, her left hand desperately grasping the 60-inch-high glass 
sides and the other clutching the arm of a patient security guard, didn’t 
dare move toward the transparent center of the walkway.  The words 
imprinted on the $20 souvenir photographs taken of many venturesome 
souls herald completion of a daredevil stunt: ‘I did it!!!’.12 
 

What is going on in the mind of this daredevil?  Gendler argues that she clearly 

believes the walkway to be safe, evidenced by the fact that she voluntarily chose to walk 

it.  Anyone who possessed even “a scintilla of doubt” wouldn’t get near it, Gendler 

claims.13  What is puzzling, then, is the behavior and affects of the woman; they don’t 

seem to be in line with her belief of safety.  She believes she’s safe, yet, if you didn’t 

know better, you’d think she believes she is in danger because of her behavior.  To 

explain the belief-behavior mismatch, Gendler argues we need the notion of alief.  The 

woman believes she isn’t in danger, but she alieves something quite different, something 

like, “Really high up, long long way down.  Not a safe place to be!  Get off!!”14 

There are many other examples of belief-behavior mismatch.  A second class 

Gendler borrows from Rozin, Millman, & Nemeroff (1986), who produced some 

                                                
11 Gender (2008a), p. 642. 
12 Edward Rothstein, “Skywalk Review: Great Space, Glass Floor-Through, Canyon Views.”  The New 
York Times, May 19, 2007. 
13 Gender (2008a), p. 635. 
14 Ibid. 
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interesting findings.  The researchers found that many participants were hesitant to wear a 

freshly laundered shirt of someone they disliked.  Others resisted eating soup from a 

brand-new bedpan.  Some refused to eat high quality fudge just because it was in the 

shape of dog feces.  Still others were less accurate when throwing darts at photos of faces 

of friends than at pictures of people they disliked. 

What is happening in the minds of these participants?  Surely, Gendler thinks, 

they believe the shirt is clean and that the soup and fudge aren’t tainted.  Yet you might 

think otherwise from their behavior.  Why do they hesitate when they know the items are 

harmless?  Because, Gendler claims, they possess an alief with content like: “Filthy 

object! [representational]  Contaminated! [affective]  Stay away! [behavioral].”15   

In both of these cases, the beliefs of the individuals are clear: the skywalk is safe 

and the food is harmless, Gendler maintains.  The individuals would even bet on their 

beliefs.  For instance, ask the woman on the Skywalk, “If you had to bet, would you bet 

the skywalk is safe?”  Her answer would undoubtedly be “Yes,” Gendler presumes.  

Gendler claims we need the notion of alief to satisfactorily explain the belief-behavior 

mismatch in the Skywalk and Rozin cases and others like them.  In general, a person can 

consistently believe P and alieve not P.  She can believe the Skywalk is safe, but alieve it 

is not; believe the fudge is harmless, but alieve it is not.   

Crucial to the argument of this paper is that someone who believes P but alieves 

not P will often have emotions and behavior similar to a person who does not believe P.16  

In the Skywalk case, for instance, the woman believes the walkway is safe but she feels 

and behaves as if it is unsafe—because of her alief.  In the fudge case, similarly, the 

                                                
15 Gendler (2008a), p. 636. 
16 Moreover, someone who does not believe P but alieves P will often have emotions and behavior similar 
to a person who does believe P. 
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participant believes the dessert is safe but feels and acts as if it isn’t.  It should now be 

apparent why appealing to Gendler’s alief will be helpful in addressing the new problem 

of free will.  If an alief in free will is anything like the aliefs in the Gendler cases, then a 

person who alieves in free will (despite not believing) should behave as if she does 

believe in free will.  If the public behaves as if they have free will, then we shouldn’t see 

from them the antisocial behavior predicted by the experiments.  If disbelief in free will is 

increasing, thereby causing antisocial behavior that threatens social functionality, my 

claim is that inducing a strong alief in free will (or strengthening an already existent alief) 

will mitigate the negative effects of a belief that free will doesn’t exist because someone 

with an alief in free will would likely behave like someone who does believe.  

Is the induction or strengthening of alief something that has already been done?  

Gendler thinks so.  She argues that aliefs can be experimentally induced, as is the case in 

the ‘concept priming’ experiments of Bargh et al. (1996) involving scrambled sentence 

tests.  Participants were placed into three conditions: neutral, politeness, and rudeness.  

Those in the neutral conditions unscrambled words to form sentences containing only 

neutral terms.  In the politeness condition, participants were asked to unscramble words 

to form sentences with terms associated with politeness.  And finally, those in the 

rudeness condition unscrambled words to make sentences with words with rude 

connotations.  Subsequently, participants were instructed to go into the hallway and find 

the experimenter for their next task, only to find the experimenter talking to another 

‘participant’ (who was actually a confederate).  The researchers found that participants in 

the rudeness group interrupted the hallway conversation earlier than those in the neutral 
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group and that the participants in the politeness group interrupted the conversation later 

than the neutral group, if at all.  

Gendler argues that an alief was induced in some or all of the participants in the 

politeness and rudeness conditions.  Specifically, for the participants in the rudeness 

condition, she says: 

…what Bargh and his colleagues have done, I want to argue, is to induce 
in their different sets of subjects different sorts of occurrent alief.  As the 
result of the pre- or quasi-conscious activation of the cluster of affective 
tendencies and behavioral repertoires associated with the notion of 
rudeness, subjects in the third condition find themselves more likely to act 
in ways that they would act in the presence of rudeness.17 
 

The Bargh experiment is a case of conceptual priming.  This priming induced a rudeness 

alief.  In other words, the priming of words with rude connotations activated a group of 

‘pre- or quasi-conscious’ affective tendencies and behaviors linked to the concept of 

rudeness.  

If aliefs are being induced in these cases, I see no reason why they can’t be 

induced in the free will case.  If a simple word-scramble test is enough to prime an alief, 

thereby affecting emotions and behavior, then perhaps there are more powerful ways to 

induce free will aliefs.  Perhaps appealing to film or lines thereof would be prudent.  

Especially those depicting a struggle between determinism and free will but that in the 

end suggest humans have free will.18  

Lines from these films could be printed on a card carried in one’s wallet or placed 

somewhere frequently glanced (a computer desktop image, above the front door, hanging 

from a car rearview mirror).  A smartphone app could be engineered to display the lines 

in a compelling way.  Instead of just the lines, the films themselves (or clips thereof) 
                                                
17 Gendler (2008a), p. 655. 
18 For instance, The Terminator, Minority Report, Groundhog Day. 
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could be employed.  Clips from different films could be used individually or edited 

together into compilations.  Professional filmmakers could be hired to ensure the videos 

are as gripping and compelling as possible.   

At what frequency should the texts and videos be viewed?  They could be read or 

viewed for short intervals (e.g., 5-15 minutes) at varying frequencies (e.g., weekly, daily, 

multiple times per day, etc.).  Should people be required to watch them or should they 

only be viewed on a voluntary basis?  That depends on the severity of the problem.  If the 

negative behavior severely threatened social functionality, e.g., if the economy started to 

significantly weaken because of job dissatisfaction and low productivity because of a 

widespread disbelief in free will, then it might be prudent for governments to mandate 

screenings of the media.  Or perhaps, they would only need to be employed on a case-by-

case basis for those suspected of engaging in the negative behavior.  They could be part 

of correctional, rehabilitation, or probation programs or could be used as a prescription or 

treatment by a doctor or psychologist.  Support groups like alcoholics or gamblers 

anonymous could use them.  They could be implemented in the public education system 

or as part of training in the workplace.  There many ways these media could be 

employed; my aim here is simply to unveil some of the possibilities.     

I have argued that free will disbelief will be problematic in the not too distant 

future.  The results of the experiments and studies I scrutinized suggest a disbelief in free 

will causes reduced helping, aggression, reduced learning from emotions like guilt, 

among other negative behaviors.  If we are unable to convince people that they do have 

free will (or that they should believe in it anyway), then I suggested we induce in them 

free will aliefs.  I have attempted to support the claim that strengthening or inducing alief 
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in free will would mitigate the negative behavior predicted by the experiments.  Even if I 

have not fully succeeded, I hope I have at least demonstrated the need for more empirical 

research on whether free will alief can be induced and whether or not this induction 

would help combat the free will disbelief problem.  If this is the case, I have provided—at 

the bare minimum—a direction for valuable research.   
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