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This short book is ideal for readers looking for a brief, clearly articulated account, by one of the world’s foremost philosophers, of his opinions on a basic philosophical problem of our time - the problem of free will. The question is whether every action that you make is pre-determined by a causal process completely expressible in terms of what Searle calls “mindless, meaningless, unfree, nonrational, brute physical particles. (p.5)”. He asserts that “We now have a reasonably well-established conception of the basic structure of the universe….We understand that the universe consists entirely of particles (or whatever entities the ultimately true physics arrives at), and these exist in fields of force and are typically organized into systems. On our earth carbon-based systems made of molecules that also contain a lot of hydrogen, nitrogen and oxygen have provided the substrate of human, animal, and plant evolution. These and other such facts about the basic structure of the universe, I will call, for short, the ‘basic facts’. The most important sets of basic facts are given by the atomic theory of matter and the evolutionary theory of biology. (p.4)”  
That statement identifies the basis of Searle’s approach: We human beings are biological systems made of atoms and molecules, and our understanding of ourselves should therefore emerge from an analysis of our understandings of our biological structures, which rest in turn on the atomic theory of matter.
Searle notes that his approach rests also on an important difference between what is possible in philosophy today and what was feasible in the past. He notes that “For three centuries after Descartes, the epistemological questions, especially the skeptical questions, formed the center of philosophical interest. (p.26)” That quest can now be ended because “We simply know too much. We have a prodigious amount of knowledge that is known with objectivity, certainty, and universality. … They are known with certainty, in the sense that the evidence is now so great that it is irrational to doubt them.”(p. 27)” Searle escapes the search-for-certainty dead end by accepting the above-mentioned “basic facts”.
But there is a potential problem with his introductory proviso, i.e. “(or whatever entities the ultimately true physics arrives at).”   His arguments presume that these entities will be like “quarks” or other “mindless” entities, not like the mindful elements of our streams of consciousness. Yet Searle’s ‘basic facts’ include atomic theory, which was radically transformed during the twentieth century. Searle uses the new theory, quantum theory, in his analysis of free will.  However, the opening words of Bohr’s 1934 book Atomic Theory and the Description of Nature are: “The task of science is both to extend the range of our experience and reduce it to order.” This idea is restated many times in many ways, for example as: “In our description of nature the purpose is not to disclose the real essence of phenomena but only to track down as far as possible relations between the multifold aspects of our experience. (p.18)” Werner Heisenberg’s famous expression of this point was:
“The conception of the objective reality of the elementary particles has thus evaporated not into the cloud of some obscure new reality concept but into the transparent clarity of a mathematics that represents no longer the behavior of the particles but rather our knowledge of this behavior”1.
These statements assert that the basic ontological realities of quantum theory are not physical particles, but rather increments in knowledge. They are conscious experiences occurring in streams of conscious experience. The “physical description” of earlier (classical) physical theories is transformed in quantum mechanics to a mathematical structure that represents not  material particles but rather “potentia” (objective tendencies) for new knowledge-increasing events to occur in our streams of consciousness. Each such event is accompanied by a change in the mathematically described “potentia” for future events. This change renders the potentialities for future experiences consistent with the increased knowledge. The theory is therefore useful and testable because it predicts relationships between experiences.
Searle introduces, in connection with his analysis of free will, the indeterminacy aspect of quantum mechanics but not the other profoundly relevant features just mentioned. His approach to free-will is explicitly modeled on his approach of the mind-body problem. 
With regard to the connection between free will and mind, William James asserted, near the beginning of The Principles of Psychology,
“The pursuance of future ends and the choice of means for their attainment are thus the mark and criterion of the presence of mentality in a phenomenon”. (p.8)
“No actions but such as are done for an end, and show a choice of means, can be called indubitable expressions of Mind”. (p.10)
Thus, for James, mind is fundamentally tied to the choice of a means to an end. On the other hand, the solution that Searle offered long ago to the mind-brain problem did not touch on free will. It said simply: “Conscious states are entirely caused by neuronal processes in the brain, and are realized in the brain.” This philosophical solution relegates to neurobiology the residual questions: “How exactly does the brain cause conscious experiences?” “How are those experiences realized in the brain.” 
Contemporary mainstream neurobiology is nowhere near solving Searle’s residual questions. Indeed, insofar as neurobiology bases itself purely on classical mechanics, it lacks any logical or theoretical basis to link the empirically observed correlations between conscious experiences and brain behavior to any notion of how this classically conceived physically described brain could cause to occur events having the knowingness and feelingness that characterize our conscious experiences.  There is nothing in the classical conception of physically described matter that could cause (even) a high-level systems property to embellish itself, or endow itself, with an experience of knowing or feeling. Such a causal capacity is not in the inventory of properties assigned to physically described systems by classical physics. The physically described aspects of systems, as conceived of in classical physics---unlike the physically described aspects of systems as conceived of in quantum mechanics---have been stripped of all power to cause anything, or be caused by anything, other than physically described properties, and these do not include knowings or feelings. Thus, insofar as the neurobiology that Searle contemplates is based essentially on the classical physics of the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries, it is not true that the ‘basic facts’ entail a neurobiological solution of the mind-body problem of the kind that Searle asserts. A true ‘basic fact’ is that this classical conception of the physical is inadequate to explain the atomic properties upon which actual neurobiological structures are based. Insofar as Searle has not incorporated actual quantum mechanics into his conception of neurobiology, his claim to have solved even the purely philosophical part of the mind-body problem is not rationally justified.

.
Turning to free will, Searle, following his neurobiological approach, must explain how free will can be converted to a problem in neurobiology. He considers two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1:    The neurobiological state of the brain is causally sufficient to determine the behavior of the brain, hence the body. In this case, the feeling of freedom to choose is an illusion! Consciousness lacks causal efficacy. It is purely epiphenomenal. Searle emphasizes that this idea---that nature has provided us with this fantastic feature, consciousness, that seems to play an essential role in the successful conduct of our lives, but that actually does nothing---is “unattractive”. 
Hypothesis 2: The neurobiological state of the brain is causally insufficient to determine the behavior of the brain, and this causal gap allows our conscious choices to influence our conduct in the way that they seem to do, namely on the basis of choices based on reasons, which are causally effective because they influence our deliberating, choosing, and physically efficacious conscious “selves”.

Searle spells out the severe difficulties involved in satisfying all these conditions within an essentially classical mechanical conception of the brain disrupted by an ad hoc indeterminism   The severity of these difficulties suggest that, to achieve the neurobiological solution that Searle seeks to the linked problems of consciousness and free will, one must employ an actual quantum-theory-based neurobiology2,3.  Half-way measures, like those described in this book, cannot succeed. 
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