
Neuroscience and Free Will
Part 1 – Slides 1 thru 9

Can we choose or are our decisions programmed into our brain?



Rambam, Mishnah Torah, Laws of Teshuvah (Repentance) Chapter 5
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הּוא ֶׁשָכתּוב ַבּתֹוָרה  . ְוִאם ָרָצה ְלַהּטֹות ַעְצמֹו ְלֶדֶרְך ָרָעה ְוִלְהיֹות ָרָׁשע ָהְרׁשּות ְבָידֹו. ִאם ָרָצה ְלַהּטֹות ַעְצמֹו ְלֶדֶרְך טֹוָבה ְוִלְהיֹות ַצִדיק ָהְרׁשּות ְבָידֹו. ְרׁשּות ְלָכל ָאָדם ְנתּוָנה

". ֵהן ָהָאָדם ָהָיה ְכַאַחד ִמֶמּנּו ָלַדַעת טֹוב ָוָרע( "בראשית ג כב) :

Every man was endowed with a free will; if he desires to bend himself toward the good path and to be just it is within the power of his hand to reach 

out for it, and if he desires to bend himself to a bad path and to be wicked it is within the power of his hand to reach out for it. This is known from what it 

is written in the Torah, saying: "Behold, the man is become as one of us, to know good and evil" (Gen. 3.22)
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ְרֵאה ָאֹנִכי ( "דברים יא כו)ּוְכִתיב . "ְרֵאה ָנַתִּתי ְלָפֶניָך ַהּיֹום ֶאת ַהַחִּיים( "דברים ל טו)ְוָדָבר ֶזה ִעָקר ָגדֹול הּוא ְוהּוא ַעּמּוד ַהּתֹוָרה ְוַהִּמְצָוה ֶׁשֶנֱאַמר 

דברים ה  )ּוִמְפֵני ֶזה ָהִעְנָין ֶנֱאַמר . ְוָכל ֶׁשַּיְחֹפץ ָהָאָדם ַלֲעׂשֹות ִמַמֲעֵׂשה ְבֵני ָהָאָדם עֹוֶׂשה ֵבין טֹוִבים ֵבין ָרִעים. ְכלֹוַמר ֶׁשָהְרׁשּות ְבֶיְדֶכם". ֹנֵתן ִלְפֵניֶכם ַהּיֹום

םְכלֹוַמר ֶׁשֵאין ַהבֹוֵרא כֹוֶפה ְבֵני ָהָאָדם ְולֹא ּגֹוֵזר ֲעֵליֶהן ַלֲעׂשֹות טֹוָבה אֹו ָרָעה ֶאָלא ַהכל ָמסּור ָלהֶ ". ִמי ִיֵּתן ְוָהָיה ְלָבָבם ֶזה ָלֶהם( "כו :

And, this matter is a great and component part, the very pillar of the Torah and its precepts, even as it is said: "See, I have set before 

thee this day life and good, and death and evil" (Deut. 30.15), and it is, moreover, written: "Behold, I set before you this day a blessing 

and curse" (Ibid. 11.26). This is as if saying, the power is in your hand, and whatever human activity man may be inclined to carry on he 

has a free will to elect either good or evil. And, because of this very subject it is said: "Oh, who would grant that they had such a heart as 

this, to fear Me, and to keep all my commandments at all times" (Ibid. 5.26). This is as if saying, that the Creator forces not the sons of 

man, and makes no decrees against them that they should do good or evil, but that it all is in their own keeping.
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ֵאין ַהָדָבר ֵכן ֶאָלא ָכל  . ָברּוְך הּוא ּגֹוֵזר ַעל ָהָאָדם ִמְּתִחַלת ְבִרָּיתֹו ִלְהיֹות ַצִדיק אֹו ָרָׁשעׁש ַאל ַיֲעֹבר ְבַמֲחַׁשְבְּתָך ָדָבר ֶזה ֶׁשאֹוְמִרים ִטְפֵׁשי ֻאמֹות ָהעֹוָלם ְוֹרב ָּגְלֵמי ְבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶׁשַהָקדֹו

ְוֵאין לֹו ִמי ֶׁשִּיְכֵפהּו ְולֹא ּגֹוֵזר ָעָליו ְולֹא ִמי ֶׁשמֹוְׁשכֹו  . יַלי אֹו ׁשּוַע ְוֵכן ְׁשָאר ָכל ַהֵדעֹותכִ ָאָדם ָראּוי לֹו ִלְהיֹות ַצִדיק ְכמֶׁשה ַרֵבנּו אֹו ָרָׁשע ְכָיָרְבָעם אֹו ָחָכם אֹו ָסָכל אֹו ַרֲחָמן אֹו ַאְכָזִרי אֹו

ֶׁשָהְרׁשּות ַעָּתה  נּוהֹוִאיל ּוְרׁשּוֵתנּו ְבָיֵדינּו ּוִמַדְעֵּתנּו ָעִׂשינּו ָכל ָהָרעֹות ָראּוי ָלנּו ַלֲחֹזר ִבְתׁשּוָבה ְוַלֲעֹזב ִרְׁשעֵ . ...ְלֶאָחד ִמְשֵני ַהְדָרִכים ֶאָלא הּוא ֵמַעְצמֹו ּוִמַדְעּתֹו נֹוֶטה ְלֵאי זֹו ֶדֶרְך ֶׁשִּיְרֶצה

. ְבָיֵדינּו

Permit not your thought to dwell upon that which ridiculous fools of other peoples and a majority of asinine individuals among the children of Israel say, that 
the Holy One, blessed is He decrees at the very embryonic state of every man whether he should be just or wicked. The matter is not so. Every man is capable of 
being as just righteous as Moses our Master or as wicked as Jeroboam, wise or fool, merciful or human, miser or philanthropist, and so in all other tendencies. 
There is none to either force things upon him or to decree things against him; either to pull him one way or draw him another way, but he alone, of his own free 
will, with the consent of his mind, bends to any path he may desire to follow…. seeing that it all is in our power, and we did all the evil of our own free will and 
accord, it is, indeed meet for us to turn in repentance and abandon our wickedness, for our free will is in our hands now as well as at the time we committed the 
sins 
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ר ּתֹוַלְדּתֹו ְלֶדֶרְך ִמן ַהְדָרִכים אֹו ְלַמָדע ִמן ַהַמָדעֹות אֹו ְלֵדָעה ִמן ַהֵדעֹות אֹו ְלַמֲעֶׂשה ִמן  קַ ִאלּו ָהֵאל ָהָיה ּגֹוֵזר ַעל ָהָאָדם ִלְהיֹות ַצִדיק אֹו ָרָׁשע אֹו ִאלּו ָהָיה ָׁשם ָדָבר ֶׁשמֹוֵׁשְך ֶאת ָהָאָדם ְבעִ 

ְוהּוא ִמְּתִחַלת ְבִריתֹו  ֵרי ִרְׁשֲעֶכםחֲ ֵהיַאְך ָהָיה ְמַצֶּוה ָלנּו ַעל ְיֵדי ַהְנִביִאים ֲעֵשה ָכְך ְוַאל ַּתֲעֶשה ָכְך ֵהיִטיבּו ַדְרֵכיֶכם ְוַאל ֵּתְלכּו אַ ַהַמֲעִׂשים ְכמֹו ֶׁשבֹוִדים ִמִלָבם ַהִּטְפִׁשים ֹהְבֵרי ָׁשַמִים 

ֲהֹׁשֵפט ָכל  . ִדיקצַ ּוַמה ָמקֹום ָהָיה ְלָכל ַהּתֹוָרה ֻכָלּה ּוְבֵאי ֶזה ִדין ְוֵאיֶזה ִמְׁשָפט ִנְפָרע ִמן ָהָרָׁשע אֹו ְמַׁשֵלם ָׂשָכר לַ . ְכָבר ִנְגַזר ָעָליו אֹו ּתֹוַלְדּתֹו ִּתְמֹׁשְך אֹותֹו ְלָדָבר ֶׁשִאי ֶאְפָׁשר ָלזּוז ִמֶמּנּו

. ָהָאֶרץ לֹא ַיֲעֶׂשה ִמְׁשָפט :

Had the decree of God prompted man to be either just or wicked, or had there been a fundamentally inborn something to draw man to either of the paths, or to

any one branch of knowledge, or to a given tendency of the tendencies, or to particular act of all actions as the astrologists maintain by their foolish inventions,

how did He charge us by the prophets, to do thus and not to do such, improve your ways, and do not follow your wickedness, whereas man from his embryonic

state already had a decree of his conduct issued, or his inborn nature draws him toward a given path of conduct from which he can not deviate? Moreover, what

need would there be, under such circumstances, for the Torah altogether? And by what law, and under what system of justice could the wicked be punished, or the

just rewarded? Shall the judge of the whole earth not exercise justice?



ָכְך ֵאין ֹכַח ָבָאָדם ְלַהִשיג ְוִלְמצֹא  " ִכי לֹא ִיְרַאִני ָהָאָדם ָוָחי( "שמות לג כ)ּוְכֵׁשם ֶׁשֵאין ֹכַח ָבָאָדם ְלַהִשיג ְוִלְמצֹא ֲאִמַּתת ַהבֹוֵרא ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר 

ְוֵכיָון ֶׁשֵכן הּוא ֵאין ָבנּו ֹכַח  ". ִכי לֹא ַמְחְׁשבֹוַתי ַמְחְׁשבֹוֵתיֶכם ְולֹא ַדְרֵכיֶכם ְדָרָכי( "ישעיה נה ח)הּוא ֶׁשַהָּנִביא ָאַמר . ַדְעּתֹו ֶׁשל ַהבֹוֵרא

ַיד ָהָאָדם ְוֵאין ַהָקדֹוׁש ָברּוְך הּוא  בְ ֵליַדע ֵהיַאְך ֵיַדע ַהָקדֹוׁש ָברּוְך הּוא ָכל ַהְברּוִאים ְוַהַמֲעִׂשים ֲאָבל ֵנַדע ְבלֹא ָסֵפק ֶׁשַמֲעֵׂשה ָהָאָדם 

ּוִמְפֵני ֶזה  . ְולֹא ִמְפֵני ַקָבַלת ַהָדת ִבְלַבד נֹוַדע ָדָבר ֶזה ֶאָלא ִבְרָאיֹות ְברּורֹות ִמִדְבֵרי ַהָחְכָמה. מֹוְׁשכֹו ְולֹא ּגֹוֵזר ָעָליו ַלֲעׂשֹות ָכְך

י ַהְּנבּוָאה ְּתלּוִיין בֹוְברֵ ֶנֱאַמר ַבְּנבּוָאה ֶׁשָדִנין ֶאת ָהָאָדם ַעל ַמֲעָׂשיו ְכִפי ַמֲעָׂשיו ִאם טֹוב ְוִאם ַרע ְוֶזה הּוא ָהִעָקר ֶׁשָכל ִד  :

Even as it is not within the power of man to attain and find the truth of the Creator, even as it is said: "For man shall 
not see Me and live" (Ex. 33.20), even so it is not within the power of man to attain and find the knowledge of the 
Creator. This is even what the prophet said: "For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways, 
saith the Lord" (Is. 55.8). This being so, it is not within our intellectual power to know in what manner the Holy One, 
blessed is He! knows all the creatures and their actions, but we do know without a doubt that man's behavior is in the 
hand of man, and that the Holy One, blessed is He! neither draws him nor issues edicts against him to do as he does. 
And, not solely because of having accepted the religion do we know that there is no predestination, but even by 
clear evidence of the words of wisdom. Because thereof it is said in prophecy that man is judged for his actions 
according to his actions, whether they be good or evil, and this is the very foundation upon which all the words of 
prophecy depend.

Determinism is 
false!



Is belief in Free Will…. 

an article of faith or 

can it be demonstrated scientifically with measurable data?



?דברי מי שומעים, דברי הרב דברי התלמיד

The Master and Disciple contradict – who do you follow?

ה לפי שלא טען הוא מאי הוה ליה למימר דברי הרב ודברי תלמיד  "ר שמלאי הרבה טענות היה לו לנחש לטעון ולא טען ומפני מה לא טען לו הקב"דא
שומעיןדברי מי שומעין דברי הרב 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥman says that Rabbi Yonatan says: From where is it derived that the judges do not advance a claim on behalf of an 
inciter? It is derived from the incident of the primordial snake who tempted Eve; he was the first inciter. As Rabbi Simlai says: The snake 
could have advanced many claims on its own behalf, but it did not claim them. And for what reason did the Holy One, Blessed be He, not 
advance these claims for it, deeming the snake exempt from punishment? Because the snake did not advance these claims itself.

The Gemara asks: What could he have said? The Gemara answers: The snake could have said that it is not to blame, as when there is a 
contradiction between the statement of the teacher and the statement of the student, whose statement should one listen to? One 
should listen to the statement of the teacher. Since God instructed Adam and Eve not to eat from the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, 
Adam and Eve should have heeded God’s words and not those of the snake. (Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 29a)

If God tells you one thing to do and your nature tells you 
otherwise…………….

Is one able to learn about his or her nature (the student) so that one can 
make a decision of his or her Free Will?

I definitely 
think so!



Please define –
What is Free Will?

➢ Is there a choice as to what personality traits we have?

➢ Is there a choice as to what type of character we possess?

➢ Is there a choice as to what physical makeup we have?
❖ Male or female?
❖ Human or kitty cat?
❖ Human or fire plug
❖ With or without disease?

➢ Is there a choice as to what actions or deeds we choose to do?



Free Will in Philosophy

Definitions

Free will is the ability to choose between different possible courses 
of action unimpeded. (Wikipedia)

Determinism – All events are determined by prior causes. Accordingly there is no free 
will.

Compatibilists – Even though all events are influenced by prior causes, free will 
mitigates the direction of the causes. 

Incompatibilists – Free will cannot mitigate or change a caused event. 

Libertarians – Not every event has a cause. Free will is exercised in those situations.

Hard determinists – Every event has a cause. Free will cannot exist.

“man can do what he wills but he cannot will what he wills” – Arthur Schopenhauer 
(1839)

Arthur Schopenhauer (1839)
Philosopher

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Choice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Action_(philosophy)

