
The Brainless Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self 

Posted on March 22, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

“What are human beings, that you make so much of them, that you set your 

mind on them…?”    (Job 7:17, NRSV) 

 

Icon Detail: the Creation of Adam 

Back in January I read Evolutionary scientist Jerry Coyne’s USA  TODAY article,  Why 

We don’t Really Have Free Will, in which he dismisses the notion of self and free will 

claiming science has proven these to be illusions.  I didn’t find his evidence or 

arguments all that convincing and wrote my own blog series in which I questioned his 

claims.  The point in the blog series where I begin discussing Coyne’s arguments 

is Environmental Clues, Shaping Behavior and Free Will (2) . 

 

It so happened that about the same time I read the review of two books, written by 

scientists in which they call into question the conclusions and claims  of some of the 

neo-atheists like Coyne regarding the brain and free will.   I purchased the two books 

and read them which in turn prompts me to write this blog series. 

The two books I read are Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  

FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond 

Tallis’ APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY.  Both authors accept evolution 

and Darwinian claims and both acknowledge the value of much of the neuro-medical 

research currently being done.   But each author also reservations about some of the 

claims being made some neuro-scientists based on this research.  The questions they 

raise about the research varies from scientific questions to philosophical assumptions.  
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Does the research really prove there is no free will, or does it philosophically assume 

there is no free and then interprets the data in the light of its philosophical bias? 

 

The books were interesting, but difficult reads at points – sometimes because my lack of 

medical training made the science difficult to understand and sometimes because the 

issue being raised was critically looking at philosophical issues and points of logic, 

which I am also not well versed in.  So I had to stop at points to keep terminology and 

points of logic straight. 

Tallis is a self-professed atheist, secular humanist. I first 

encountered his arguments in the June 2011 issue of the The 

Wilson Quarterly.   I wanted to read him because though an 

atheist he defends both the notion of ‘self’ and of ‘free will.’   

I found it interesting that theists and atheists may find 

common cause in resisting some of the claims of the neuro-

scientists as we defend the reality of free will and the self.  

Tallis writes: 

 

“In defending the humanities, the arts, the law, ethics, economics, politics and even 

religious belief against neuro-evolutionary reductionism, atheist humanists and theists 

have a common cause and, in reductive naturalism, a common 

adversary: scientism.”  (p 336) 

 

Tallis has coined phrases to derisively portray what he sees as the misreading of the 

scientists by those not being guided by the scientific method but rather who use 

philosophical biases to determine how to read the evidence.  He opposes biological 

determinism, known as biologism which is based completely in a materialist viewpoint 

and says basically that everything that happens in the universe is simply the result of 

previous materialistic causes.  Thus no one has free will, rather the universe, including 

all human behavior,  is unfolding according to the laws of nature.  Tallis’ arguments say 

that many scientists have completely bought in to two errors which are against both 

science and logic: 

1)    Darwinitis – “the ‘Darwinization’ of our understanding of humanity”; and 

2)    Neuromania – “the appeal to the brain, as revealed through the latest 

science, to explain our behavior”. 
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Tallis complains that by scientists describing animal behavior anthropomorphically 

what results is “the Disneyficaton of animal consciousness” meaning we really 

psychologize all animal behavior reading into animals human emotions and logic and 

we animalize human behavior.  We assume that animals think like humans, and we 

come to believe that humans are nothing more than an animal.  These notions are false 

and both Tallis and Gazzaniga  set out to show why they are false assumptions.  Tallis 

cautions: 

“… what I am attacking is not science but scientism: the mistaken belief that 

the natural sciences (physics, chemistry, biology and their derivatives) can or 

will give a complete description and even explanation of everything, including 

human life.” (p 15) 

Gazzaniga expresses it this way: 

“I think that we are facing the same conundrum that 

physicists dealt with when they assumed Newton’s laws 

were universal. The laws are not universal to all levels of 

organization; it depends which level of organization you are 

describing, and new rules apply when higher levels emerge. 

Quantum mechanics are the rules for atoms, Newton’s laws 

are the rules for objects, and one couldn’t completely predict 

the other. So the question is whether we can take what we know from the micro level of 

neurophysiology about neurons and neurotransmitters and come up with a 

determinist model to predict conscious thoughts, the outcomes of brains, or 

psychology. Or even more problematic is the outcome with the encounter of three 

brains. Can we derive the macro story from the micro story? I do not think so.” 

  (Kindle Loc. 2070-75) 
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The Brainless Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self (II) 

Posted on March 23, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

“As in water face answers to face, so the mind of man reflects 

the man.” (Proverbs 27:19, RSV) 

The 1st blog in this series is The Brainless Bible and the 

Mindless Illusion of Self . 

 

Recent claims by some, especially neo-atheist writers, that 

neuroscience had in fact ‘proven’ that there is no such thing as 

self or free will but rather these experiences were an illusion created by brain cells, 

prompted me to look more into the topic and so I read a couple of books by scientists 

which temper or oppose the claims of the neo-atheists. 

The Bible itself is brainless in the sense that it 

doesn’t mention the brain, that large organ of the 

nervous system which is so highly developed in 

humanity.  The Bible does speak numerous times 

of “mind.”  (Volumes have been and can still be 

written about the meaning of and the relationship 

between terms like brain, mind, self, soul, 

intellect, heart, person, and how these terms are 

understood differently in various biblical and Patristic contexts).  The biblical 

perspective is not based in the modern notion of materialism, so doesn’t see a need to 

connect or found everything in materialism.  Thus the bible offers no explanation about 

the connection between mind, self and the brain; even the need to do so would not have 

occurred to the biblical writer.  The authors of the Bible were also not dualists, so they 

didn’t oppose mind to matter but saw them both as being part of God’s creation;  mind, 

matter and soul all belong to the created world and so share created nature. 

It really will be viewing the bible through such lenses as Platonism, Aristotelianism and 

modern scientific materialism that will force a dualistic interpretation on the biblical 

claims by imposing on them a logic and philosophy that wasn’t part of the inspired 

mindset of the biblical authors. 
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Modern science and philosophy 

are asking questions that the 

biblical authors could not even 

imagine.  The biblical authors 

were not trying to answer 

modern scientific and 

philosophical concerns which 

leaves today’s believers with the 

arduous task of trying to bridge 

the gap in knowledge and understanding between the questions of modern science and 

what questions the biblical authors were answering.  But some of the assumptions of the 

neo-atheists, their philosophical presuppositions and biases, are based in their belief 

system (materialism) rather than in proven propositions.  I intend to look at these in 

this blog series. 

There really is a lot at stake in all of this.  For it is one 

thing for scientists in labs to be studying the material 

universe and offering their scientific observations 

about the nature of things.  But the neo-atheists are 

pushing to apply their thinking to social engineering, 

creating humanity in the image of their philosophical 

and ideological values.   The Judeo-Christian tradition 

accepted a notion that humans had been created in 

the image and likeness of God, and yet we had fallen 

far from the perfect image.  The religious tradition however saw humans as capable of 

aspiring to divinity, to uplifting all of humanity to something greater.  The neo-atheists 

on the other hand want to reduce humans to the common denominator with all the rest 

of creation:  mere matter which like putty can be shaped into whatever humans decide 

with no ultimate ethical consequences since humans are nothing more than matter, just 

like any rock or junk that happens to exist in the universe.  The neo-atheistic thinking by 

denying self and free will also deny that there is any significance in anything we do to 

creation or to our fellow human beings.  We saw that thinking play out in the fascism of 

Germany and Japan in the 1940s and in communism of the 20th Century.    Social 



engineering based in some heartless rationalism is quite willing to inflict global 

suffering on humanity in the name of science and ideological beliefs. 

 

In the next few blogs, I want to look at the writings of Michael S. Gazzaniga,  WHO’S IN 

CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN, and Raymond 

Tallis, APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY.  Both authors are critical of the claims which 

are being made as a result of the current neuroscientific research, but both are 

committed to the scientific method and to the basic claims of evolution. 

Gazzaniga attempts to put a more positive spin on what 

neuroscience is discovering and how it might shape the human 

future: 

“It is that magnificence of being ‘human’ that we all cherish and 

love and that we don’t want science to take away. We want to 

feel our own worth and the worth of others. I have tried to 

argue that a more complete scientific understanding of the 

nature of life, of brain/mind is not eroding this value we all hold dear. We are people, 

not brains. We are that abstraction that occurs when a mind, which emerges from a 

brain, interacts with the brain. It is in that abstraction that we exist and in the face of 

science seeming to chip away at it, we are desperately seeking a vocabulary to 

describe what it is we truly are.”  (Kindle Loc. 3450-55) 

 

Gazzaniga presents the issue as more about our “feelings” about being human and that 

science only “seems” to be chipping away at our understanding of what it means to be 

human.   Yet his book shows ways in which some are attempting to use the new 

neuroscience to change society itself. 

Tallis sees the risks and dangers to humanity that the ideologues 

of the new neuroscience represent in more stark terms.   The 

danger of what Tallis calls neuromania can be seen for example 

in the writings of Julian Savulescu argues that  “as technology 

advances more rapidly than the moral character of human 

beings, we are in increasing danger.  We must therefore seek 

biomedical and genetic means to enhance the moral character of 

humanity.”    Savulescu is saying that it is biomedical tinkering and genetic engineering  

which are going to be needed to help humanity deal morally with the changes being 
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brought about by modern technology.    The belief that scientists can biomedically 

engineer a morally superior human being causes Tallis to conclude: “Be afraid, be very 

afraid.” 

 

In the next few blogs I want to look at the science of evolution: are humans merely 

matter (even if highly organized) or is there something that distinguishes humanity 

from the rest of matter and even from the rest of the animal kingdom? 

The Matter of Evolution 

Posted on March 26, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, 

and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all 

the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the 

earth.”  (Genesis 1:26) 

 

This is the 3rd blog in this series which began with The 

Brainless Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free 

will, the mind, the brain and the self expressed in two books: Michael S. 

Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE 

BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’ APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS 

AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY.  The previous blog is  The 

Brainless Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self (II). 

 

While both Gazzaniga and Tallis accept the basics 

tenets of Darwinian evolution, both authors note to 

differing degrees disagreement with the growing 

emphases  in some evolutionary thinkers that:  a) 

humans are nothing different than any other animal 

 and,  b) humans should not distinguish themselves 

from other animals or really from the rest of matter 

since we are nothing but an animal and matter 

ourselves.  This is a philosophical assumption of 

scientism based in materialism.  Interestingly, Tallis, an atheist and secular 

humanist, argues vehemently that human evolution has in fact moved to the 
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point that we are not simply evolving deterministically based solely in the laws of 

physics.  We have emerged as a creature which interacts with and influences its 

evolution and so we are not merely the deterministic effects of an endless chain of 

materialistic causes. 

 

“…neuromaniacs and Darwinitics seem unable to notice or 

accept that, for many hundreds of thousands of years we 

have been drifting away from our biological origins and 

from our solitary bodies and solitary brains and have been 

weaving a collective space on which we each have our own 

individual take.  … So to try  to find our public spaces, lit 

with explicitness, in the private intracranial darkness  of 

the organism illuminated by the fMRI scans and other technology is to look 

right past what it is that makes us human beings, and makes us what we, and 

our lives are.”  (Tallis, p237) 

 

Tallis sees as a major part of and proof of the 

human distinctiveness from all other animals 

is that humans have created a collective space 

in which we share ideas and communicate 

abstractions including notions of the past and 

future.  It is because of this “immaterial” 

space of intellectual and abstract ideas which 

we also turn into the stuff we invent to 

advance our lives on earth that Tallis dismisses as not being proven at all the new 

neuroscientifc claims that they have identified memories and ‘free will’ as nothing 

more than biochemical train reactions in the brain.   Tallis sees in human 

evolution that “we actively lead our lives rather than merely live them” (p 242).  

We have in many aspects taken control of our life on earth rather than merely 

being determined by it.  So while he accepts evolution, he rejects the biological 

determinism of scientism as being inappropriately applied to humanity which has 

evolved in a unique way which allows us to actually influence and affect our live 

on earth and our future evolution. 

 

Tallis critically sees a type of circular reasoning in which the scientists who 

believe in materialism,  see only materialism at work; then since they only see 
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materialism at work they argue that this proves that materialism is the only force 

at work.   What they believe becomes without proof the proof for what they 

believe.  Thus he argues that the current fascination by neuroscientists (he 

himself is one) with fMRI scans is misplaced and is not at all proving what they 

claim:  that there is no free will in humans only biochemical activity in the 

empirical brain.  (We will get back  to this claim in a future blog, but see also 

my Environmental Clues, Shaping Behavior and Free Will in which I question 

what the new neuroscience has in fact proven).  Tallis takes images right from 

Darwinian explanations in defining what has in fact occurred in evolution: 

“The challenge is to imagine, how, ultimately out of the blind forces of physics, 

there arose the sighted watchmakers that we are; or, less ambitiously, how 

we came to be fundamentally different from other creatures and not merely 

exceptionally gifted chimps.”  (Tallis, p 214) 

 

Where some atheists claim if there is a watchmaker which created the universe, it 

is the blind watchmaker of chance, Tallis while denying any God says humans 

have emerged as sighted watchmakers who are now actively engaging the 

universe in our own continued evolution.   He affirms free will and the value of 

humans in the universe, things which theists have accepted for centuries. 

Michael Gazzaniga offers similar thoughts in his book: evolution has taken a turn 

in humanity and our intellect and brains are evolving differently than are the rest 

of the animals on the planet. 

“With this mounting evidence of physical anatomical 

differences, differences in connectivity, and differences in 

cell type, I think that we can say that the brains of humans 

and the brains of other animals appear to differ in how 

they are organized, which, when we truly come to 

understand it, will help us understand what makes us so 

different.” (Kindle Loc. 668-71) 

 

“Modern neuroanatomists are quick to point out that as you climb the primate 

scale to humans, it is not that additional skills are simply being added on as 

once was hypothesized, but the whole brain is getting rearranged 

throughout.”  (Kindle Loc. 495-97) 
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Thus humans, though following the natural path of evolution, have emerged as a 

species quite distinct from all other animals in the evolutionary process.  It is not 

only that we think differently, but we create shared intelligence, and the very 

nature of our cell types and of the arrangement of our physical brains is causing 

an ever greater distance to emerge between the human animal and the rest of the 

created world. 

 
Minerva: Goddess of Learning 

Tallis argues that too many modern philosophers even are way too eager to cave 

in to the unproven claims of neuroscience that humans are nothing but 

predetermined beings pushed through time by the irresistible forces of nature.  

He calls for humanists to show a little more backbone and a lot more brainpower 

in confronting the claims of scientism. 

“The distinctive features of human beings – self-hood, free will, that collective 

space called the human world, the sense that we lead our lives rather than 

simply live them as organisms do – are being discarded as illusions by many, 

even philosophers, who should think a little bit harder and question the glamour 

of science rather than succumbing to it.”  (Tallis, p 8) 

 

Obviously for those of us who believe in the Creator who has a plan for the 

universe which involves humanity, recognizing the uniqueness of human beings 

among all the animals on earth has been part of our thinking from the beginning. 

 It may be that we will find common ground to dialogue with scientists as some 

distance themselves from the extremist claims of those who embrace scientism. 



 The question, what does it mean to be human?, is a a basic question of theism, 

philosophy and science. 

[See also my blog series Atheism: Luminous or Delusion? which looks at David 

Bentley Hart's criticism of the new atheism in his book ATHEIST DELUSIONS: 

THE CHRISTIAN REVOLUTION AND ITS FASHIONABLE ENEMIES] 
 

Humans: Merely Evolved Chimps? 

Posted on March 28, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

So out of the ground the LORD God formed 

every beast of the field and every bird of the 

air, and brought them to the man to see what 

he would call them; and whatever the man 

called every living creature, that was its name. 

 (Genesis 2:19) 

 

This is the 4th blog in the series which began 

with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas 

about free will, the mind, the brain and the self expressed in two books: Michael 

S. Gazzaniga’s WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE 

BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS 

AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY.  The previous blog is The 

Matter of Evolution. 

 

While both Tallis and Gazzaniga accept 

the basic claims of Darwinian evolution 

for humans, they both note that human 

evolution has taken some particular turns 

that have made humans distinct from all 

other animals.  Gazzaniga describes the 

evolution of humans, noting 

some disadvantages which evolution caused for evolving humanity; and yet these 

very demands which natural selection put on humans resulted in changes which 

led to the development of the unique human animal. 
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“Becoming bipedal produced another disadvantage: The birth canal 

became smaller. A wider pelvis would have made bipedalism 

mechanically impossible. Embryonically, the skulls of primates form in 

plates that slide over the brain and do not coalesce until after birth. This 

allows the skull to remain pliable enough to fit through the birth canal, 

but also allows the brain to grow after birth. At birth, a human baby has 

a brain that is about three times larger than that of a baby chimp, but it is 

developmentally less advanced.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 422-25) 

 

So evolution allows for the fact that the human animal was evolving into a unique 

species, but some of the new and unique features of this species were not purely 

advantageous in terms of evolution. 

“…once you have a species that depends on consciousness then it is 

essential for its members to remain conscious. . . .  an organism that has 

to plan, to deliberate, to remember, to rehearse possible courses of action 

and to see wholes so as to deal with singulars, in order to survive, is in 

a mess: at any rate, disadvantaged compared with the unerring 

unconscious biological machines generated by the laws of material 

nature.”  (Tallis, p 177) 

 

The emergence of a species with a bigger brain and which 

relied on consciousness for survival offers a challenge to 

surviving in a world in which other creatures act instantly 

on instinct.   The appearance of the large brained human 

poses some questions for Darwinian theory as the 

evolutionary advantage is not so automatic as we might 

think.  Tallis critically queries: 

“Darwinism cannot give satisfactory answer to either of these two 

questions: how did consciousness emerge; and what is consciousness for, 

anyway?” (Tallis, p 170) 

 

Tallis certainly believes that the emergence of consciousness has moved the 

human animal into a unique category, a category that cannot be completely 



explained by evolutionary theory and one that is not fettered completely to 

materialistic activities.  The emergence of consciousness has added a new 

dimension to the animal kingdom.  This new dimension, the emergence 

consciousness, can not be completely accounted for by materialistic science in 

Tallis’ estimation since the larger brain was not a purely advantageous 

evolutionary change. 

“The biological story of the passage from single cells to full-blown eyes, 

therefore, tells us nothing about the quite different journey from light 

incident on photosensitive cells producing a programmed response, to the 

gaze that looks out and sees, and peers at, and enquires into, a visible 

world.   And this is accepted by some physicists; for example Brian 

Pippard, who expresses this as follows: ‘What is surely impossible is that 

a theoretical physicist, given unlimited computing power, should deduce 

from the laws of physics that a certain complex structure is aware of its 

own existence.’” (Tallis, p 173) 

 

In other words, material science which for the atheist 

must be able to account for all things, could not deduce 

that some physical structures (in this case, humans) 

have self awareness.   There are aspects of human 

existence that are not predicted by nor totally 

accounted for by materialistic science. 

That humans are unique in all the creatures on earth is 

easily demonstrated by how different humans are than 

our nearest genetic relatives, the chimps. 

“We are the only animals who deliberately 

instruct each other.  Chimps don’t even teach their 

young such elementary skills as breaking a nut 

with a stone.” (Tallis, p 157) 

 

“The absolute pinnacle of chimp tool use is the 

employment of a stone to break a nut and this 



takes the beast about five years to learn!” (Tallis, p 222) 

 

“Unlike chimpanzees, however, other research from Tomasello’s lab found 

that twelve-month-old children will also freely give information. If they 

know where an object is that someone is looking for, they will point to it. 

Interestingly, altruistic behavior, which is appearing to be innate in 

humans, is influenced by social experience and cultural 

transmission.” (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 2313-16) 

“alone of all the creatures, we teach our young facts, norms, skills, 

practices, customs.”  (Tallis, p 236) 

 

Thus Tallis and Gazzaniga agree that humans are not merely more highly 

involved chimps.  Whatever our evolutionary relationship to chimps is, humans 

evolved in a radically different way that puts us at a greater developmental 

distance from chimps than chimps are from other animals. 

“Darwinism does not oblige us to embrace biologism or, more specifically 

Darwinitis…”  (Tallis, p 213). 

 

Biologism means biological determinism and Darwinitis is Tallis’ own term for 

over applying Darwinian thinking to all things human.  For both Gazzaniga and 

Tallis there is something unique about being human, and both oppose science 

losing sight of this uniqueness.   The problem which occurs is that some choose to 

deny or ignore just how different humans are from the rest of the animal world.  

That difference is based in human consciousness and the social space that 

humans share intellectually.  The human brain has evolved not slightly but to 

such an extent that humans represent a new force in nature – intentionality by 

humans shapes society, the future and evolution itself.  It is reductionism which 

both Tallis and Gazzaniga oppose in the scientific understanding of what it is to 

be human.  Reducing humans to the status of being exactly like any other animals 

but nothing more denies the evidence – society and science itself (!) – that is all 

around us. Denying the uniqueness which human minds and human society 

represent in the animal kingdom really is like the old joke in which the man 

murders his parents and then asks for mercy from the court because he is an 

orphan. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biological_determinism


 

The Evolved Brain and The Emerged Mind 

Posted on March 30, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 5th blog in the series which 

began with The Brainless Bible and 

the Mindless Illusion of Self and is 

exploring ideas about free will, the 

mind, the brain and the self expressed 

in two books: Michael S. 

Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  

FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF 

THE BRAIN and Raymond 

Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY.  The previous blog is Humans: Merely 

Evolved Chimps? 

 

While both Gazzaniga and Tallis embrace evolution, they are also very clear that 

humans are not merely chimps who have evolved slightly.   They both agree that 

humans have evolved in unique ways which are far beyond all the other creatures 

on the planet and far beyond anything which the scientific evidence would 

predict. 

“So the question still remains: how is it that certain configurations of 

matter should be aware, should suffer, fear, enjoy and so on?  There is 

nothing in the properties of matter that would lead you to expect that 

eventually certain configurations of it (human bodies) would pool that 

experience and live in a public world.  No wonder many materialistically 

inclined philosophers like to deny the real existence of 

consciousness.”  (Tallis, p 175) 

 

The appearance of consciousness according to Tallis is a real problem for the 

adherents of scientism and materialism, which they cannot adequately explain 

and so they simply dismiss.  Tallis, himself an atheist, sees their response as 

scientifically insufficient. 
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“The truth is, no theory of matter will explain why material entities (e.g. 

human beings) are conscious and others are not.  The phenomena 

described in physics are present equally in conscious and unconscious 

beings; indeed, they are universally distributed through the material 

world.  So they provide no account of the difference between, say, a 

thought and a pebble, which is the kind of difference that any theory of 

consciousness worthy of the name must be able to capture.”  (Tallis, p 119) 

 

Tallis especially recognizes that there is some part 

of being human – the self or consciousness which 

are in fact “immaterial” and thus cannot be fully 

accounted for by the current assumption of 

materialists/scientism.   He argues that this simply 

has to be recognized as fact if science is in fact going 

to deal with truth.  Remember, he is an atheist and 

certainly has no interest in ideas such as the “soul” 

or spirit. (His very comments raise another obvious 

question for scientists who deny the existence of self 

or free will – who or what exactly is trying to deal 

with the truth about materialism a collection of cells which have no other purpose 

than to help ensure their own continuation?  The existence of scientists studying 

humans is great evidence that humans have evolved beyond all other animals).  

Gazzaniga raises similar questions or issues to those of Tallis: 

“The arrogance of the particle physicist and his intensive research may be 

behind us (the discoverer of the positron said ‘the rest is chemistry’), but 

we have yet to recover from that of some molecular biologists, who seem 

determined to try to reduce everything about the human organism to 

‘only’ chemistry, from the common cold and all mental disease to the 

religious instinct. Surely there are more levels of organization between 

human ethology and DNA than there are between DNA and quantum 

electrodynamics, and each level can require a whole new conceptual 

structure.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 2143-47) 

 

Here Gazzaniga raises the issue that only if we practice a reductionism which 

ignores organic reality can deal with some basic cellular interaction while 



completely ignoring the many levels of organization of which the cells are but one 

part.   In literary studies it is like studying only the written text while ignoring the 

entire literary and social context in which that text exists.  We can try to break 

down human consciousness and study it only on the cellular level but then we 

have to ignore that cells exists as part of greater bodies which in turn exist as 

parts of society, etc. 

“…humans enjoy mental states that arise from our 

underlying neuronal, cell-to-cell interactions. Mental states 

do not exist without those interactions. At the same time, 

they cannot be defined or understood by knowing only the 

cellular interactions. Mental states that emerge from our 

neural actions do constrain the very brain activity that 

gave rise to them. Mental states such as beliefs, thoughts, 

and desires all arise from brain activity and in turn can and do influence our 

decisions to act one way or another.”  (Gazzaniga,  kindle Loc. 1695-99) 

 

An issue that becomes obvious is whether the brain is merely a materialistic 

object which reacts to stimuli, or whether it somehow becomes an actor in the 

process – as Tallis says not merely living but leading life.  Something – self or 

consciousness or free will – something immaterial is present that begins to act 

upon the material world. 

“So while the brain is sensitive to the impingements of the outside world, 

via the sense organs, it is also a filter regulating its own sensitivity, 

giving priority to essential and novel stimuli – relevant to survival – over 

irrelevant and unimportant events.”  (Tallis, p 21). 

 

Consciousness becomes a factor in what is happening in the empirical world. 

The Evolved Brain and The Emerged Mind (II) 

Posted on April 3, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

“… then the LORD God formed man of dust from the 

ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; 

and man became a living being.”  (Genesis 2:7) 
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This is the 6th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is The Evolved Brain and The Emerged Mind. 

 

I became interested in the topic because of an increasing number of media claims that 

neuroscience had been able to connect notions of self or free will with particular 

activities in the brain which led to claims by neo-atheists that in fact science had proved 

self, consciousness and free will are nothing more than illusions created by the 

biochemistry of the brain.  Daniel Dennett for example says: 

 “There is only one sort of stuff, namely matter – the physical stuff of physics, 

chemistry, and physiology – and the mind is somehow nothing but a physical 

phenomenon.  In short, the mind is the brain… we can (in principle!) account for every 

mental phenomenon using the same physical principles, laws, and raw materials that 

suffice to explain radioactivity, continental drift, photosynthesis, reproduction, 

nutrition, and growth.” (Tallis, p 41) 

 

 

This is the claim of course 

of materialists who cannot 

allow for there to be 

anything but or beyond the 

material world.  However, 

and of interest to me is the 

reaction of some scientists 

who have stated that the 

claims that neuroscience 

has proven self and free 

will are mere illusions are vastly overstated and not supported by what science has 

actually been able to demonstrate.   Questions about what is in fact science and what 

claims really belong to the belief system of scientism have been raised by many, but 

were the themes of two books I recently read:   Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN 

CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond 

Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY.  Tallis especially challenges the scientific 
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claims, the philosophical presuppositions and the logic of those who want to deny the 

existence of free will or that there is anything unique about the human being.   I find the 

claims of both authors interesting because  they are questioning from the point of view 

of science claims that certain atheistic scientists are making about the nature of humans. 

 

While it is true that our mental existence (consciousness, self, free will) 

has a connection to the material world cannot be disputed.  We are whole 

beings which have minds and bodies.  The material body (the brain) does 

affect the immaterial mind.  This is certainly something Christian ascetics 

have known for centuries and thus the great emphasis on fasting as a spiritual exercise.  

Additionally as Tallis  notes:   “Our mental states have physical effects.  If they did not 

then our thoughts and our intentions, and even our perceptions, would not be able to 

bring anything about.”  The mental and the physical do interface and interact, each 

having an effect on the other.  Tallis in his book lays out his basic argument and the 

scientific data as to why the claims that neuroscience have disproved free will are in fact 

wrong: 

 

“…neuroscience does not address, even less answer, the fundamental question of 

the relation(s) between matter and mind, body and mind, or brain and mind.  If 

it seems to do so this is only the result of confusion between, indeed a conflation 

of, three quite different relations: correlations, causation and identity. .. . .  a 

correlation is not a cause: even less is it an identity.  Seeing correlations 

between event A (neural activity) and event B (say, reported experience) is not 

the same as seeing event B when you are seeing event A.  Neuromaniacs, 

however, argue, or rather assume, that the close correlation between events A 

and B means that they are essentially the same thing.”  (Tallis, p 85) 

 

“The errors of muddling correlation with causation, necessary condition with 

sufficient causation, and sufficient causation with identity lie at the heart of the 

neuromaniac’s basic assumption that consciousness and nerve impulses are one 

and the same, and that (to echo a commonly used formulation) ‘the mind is a 

creation of the brain.’”  (p 95) 

 

“But the phrase ‘from the brain, and from the brain only’ is at the root of the 

notion, to which this book is opposed, that the brain is not only anecessary but 

also a sufficient condition of conscious experiences: this it is the whole 
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story.  And Hippocrates sounds very like Francis Crick, talking 2,500 years 

later: ‘You, your joys and sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your 

sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behavior of 

a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associate molecules.”  (p 30) 

 

The claim that consciousness or free will are nothing more than biochemical reactions in 

the brain are proven according to the new atheists by the neurotechnology of the fMRI.  

Tallis dismisses these claims: 

“… fMRI scanning doesn’t directly tap into brain activity… fMRI registers it 

only indirectly by detecting the increases in blood flow needed to deliver 

additional oxygen to busy neurons. . . .  Much more of the brain is already active 

or lit up; all that can be observed is the additional activity associated with the 

stimulus.”  (p 76-77) 

 

“The claim that it is possible to look at a single fMRI image and see what the 

person is seeing, never mind what they are feeling, and how it fits into their 

day, or their life, is grossly overstating what can be achieved.  Ordinary 

consciousness and ordinary life lie beyond the reach of imaging technologies, 

except in the imagination of neuromaniacs.”  (p 82) 

 

“… there is a monotonous similarity about neural activity throughout the 

cerebral cortex and yet it is supposed to underpin the infinite richness of 

phenomenal consciousness.”  (p 97) 

 

Tallis as a doctor and scientist offers his own 

assessment of what the new neurological science 

actual can show and what it does prove.  Basically 

he says the fMRI only shows limited changes in 

brain activity which cannot be equated with saying 

the brain activity is the memory or the image or the 

idea or the consciousness of the brain.   The 

synapses are firing and biochemical actions are 

taking place that are related to mental activity but 

that mental activity is not coterminous with the 

brain or with what the brain is doing. 
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Thus all the media driven ballyhooing that science has disproved the existence of free 

will are, according to both Tallis and Gazzaninga vastly overstated claims. 

Consciousness: Mind over Matter? (Gazzaniga) 

Posted on April 2, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

“Before I was aware, my fancy set me in a chariot beside my prince.”   (Song of 

Solomon 6:12) 

 

This is the 7th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is The Evolved Brain and The Emerged Mind (II). I’m looking at the 

works of two scientists who are considering recent claims from neuroscience:  Michael 

S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE 

BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND 

THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

Our own sense of ‘self’ (as when we are being ‘self aware’) is 

that there is an “I” which is in control of our bodies.  The 

neo-atheists have claimed this is purely an illusion 

(delusion?) since there is no ‘self’ but rather nothing exists 

beyond the material world and so there is nothing more 

than biochemical processes on-going in the brain which 

create this false sense of self.  Both Gazzaniga and Tallis 

challenge the conclusions of the neo-atheists regarding conclusions about the ‘self’ 

drawn from recent neuroscience.  First we look at how Gazzaniga deal with the sense of 

self/consciousness: 

“How can a system work without a head honcho 

and why does it feel like there is one? The answer to 

the first question may be that our brain functions 

as a complex system. Complex Systems A complex 

system is composed of many different systems that 

interact and produce emergent properties that are 

greater than the sum of their parts and cannot be 
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reduced to the properties of the constituent parts. The classic example that is easily 

understandable is traffic. If you look at car parts, you won’t be able to predict a traffic 

pattern. You cannot predict it by looking at the next higher state of organization, the 

car, either. It is from the interaction of all the cars, their drivers, society and its laws, 

weather, roads, random animals, time, space, and who knows what else that traffic 

emerges.” (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 1145-52) 

 

Gazzaniga takes a system approach to the issue – brain functions are complex and work 

together as a system, so there actually is something which exists ‘above’ or ‘beyond’ the 

merely material.  Complex brain functions create a system which works together to form 

this sinse of self. 

“The view in neuroscience today is that consciousness does not 

constitute a single, generalized process. It is becoming 

increasingly clear that consciousness involves a multitude of 

widely distributed specialized systems and disunited processes, 

the products of which are integrated in a dynamic manner by 

the interpreter module. Consciousness is an emergent property. 

From moment to moment, different modules or systems 

compete for attention and the winner emerges as the neural system underlying that 

moment’s conscious experience. Our conscious experience is assembled on the fly, as 

our brains respond to constantly changing inputs, calculate potential courses of 

action, and execute responses like a streetwise kid.”   (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 1636-42) 

Of course the emergence from the complex brain system of an “interpreter” still doesn’t 

account for why there is a unified experience through time of self.  The ‘self’ doesn’t 

simply emerge temporarily while the particular brain systems are operating, it is there 

through a life time – it doesn’t disappear through time and so doesn’t leave us with the 

sense of constantly being constituted anew with no connection to the past.  (Though a 

Buddhist perspective might be closer to this sense that the self is an illusion which 

happens to emerge). 

“Consciousness flows easily and naturally from one moment to the next with a single, 

unified, and coherent narrative. The psychological unity we 

experience emerges out of the specialized system called “the 

interpreter” that generates explanations about our perceptions, 

memories, and actions and the relationships among them. This 
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leads to a personal narrative, the story that ties together all the disparate aspects of 

our conscious experience into a coherent whole: order from chaos. The interpreter 

module appears to be uniquely human and specialized to the left hemisphere. Its drive 

to generate hypotheses is the trigger for human beliefs, which, in turn, constrain our 

brain.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 1644-49) 

 

Gazzaniga to some extent replaces the nebulous “self” with a theory that the brain 

system acting together creates this ‘interperter” but this is pretty much the self.  Tallis 

on the other hand directly defends the existence of “self”, whatever self happens to be. 

Consciousness: Mind over Matter? (Tallis) 

Posted on April 4, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 8th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Consciousness: Mind over Matter? (Gazzaniga). I’m looking at the 

works of two scientists who are considering recent claims from neuroscience:  Michael 

S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE 

BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND 

THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

 

Unlike Gazzaniga who attempts to work with the framework and 

paradigm of the mind offered by some neuroscientists, Tallis is 

much more on the offensive against those who fail to see the 

emergence of “consciousness” as a new and unique experience in 

the evolutionary process which clearly sets humans apart from all 

other animals. 

 

“There is an analogy here with the logic of the neuroscientists who conclude that 

the ‘self’, the ‘I’ – like free will – is unreal on the grounds that you can’t find it if 

you look into the brain; there is nothing in patterns of neural activity 

corresponding to anything like a self.  We could, of course, draw quite a 

different conclusion: that the self does exist but it is not identical with patterns 

of neural activity.”  (Tallis, p  58) 
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The notion that the ‘self’ cannot be equated with 

neural activity, but is something which has actually 

arisen above or beyond mere materialistic 

biochemistry is a major theme of Tallis.  He is an 

atheist, so he opposes any religious notion of a soul, 

but he does see consciousness, the self, as an 

unexpected development in materialist evolution.  He 

is critical of what Gazzaniga attempts to accept: that 

the ‘self’, though not found in any one set of brain cells or neural activities, arises from 

the system of neural activities working together.  Tallis says the evidence about 

consciousness is not pointing to simply finding more parts of the brain working 

together, but is rather pointing to something which cannot be equated to brain activity 

alone. 

“The allocation of human faculties and sentiments to different parts of the brain 

is also being increasingly undermined by evidence that even the simplest tasks – 

never mind negotiating a way through the world, deciding to go for a mortgage 

or resolving to behave sensibly –  require the brain to function as an 

integrated unit.  As David Dobbs has pointed out, fMRI scanning ‘overlooks 

the networked or distributed nature of the brain’s workings, emphasizing 

localized activity when it is communication among regions that is more critical 

to mental function.’” (Tallis, p 81) 

Tallis says there is just too much evidence against equating brain activity with 

consciousness.  He concludes “that mental events are not physical events in the brain.” 

(p 133)  He is confident that the evidence shows mental events to be real and yet not 

coterminous with biochemical activities. 

 

“Neuromania has to look for consciousness in material events (neural activity), 

located in a material object (the brain), while holding that the final truth of 

material events and material objects is captured in the laws of physics.  The 

trouble with physical science, however, is that it is committed to seeing the 

world in the absence of consciousness (at least prior to quantum 

mechanics)…” (p 138) 

 

Tallis argument against the neuromaniac claim that the self is pure illusion is that the 

neuromaniacs are trapped in circular reasoning in which they assume everything in the 



world can be explained by physics and then have to deny the existence of consciousness 

or free will because it doesn’t fit their theory. 

“…the failure to find a neuroscientific basis or correlative of the self is evidence 

not that the ‘I’ is an illusion, but that neuroscience is limited in what it has to say 

about us.”  (p 275) 

 

Tallis, the atheist and scientist, acknowledges the existence 

of realities which are not equated with or limited to 

materialism.   Additionally, Tallis acknowledges not just 

the existence of the self and consciousness but that 

consciousness can be shared among individuals and entire 

societies. 

“…another key element of evolving human consciousness: 

the extent to which our awareness is collectivized and is 

anchored in an acknowledged public space, a society that is joined together 

psychologically rather than merely through the dovetailing of pre-programmed 

behaviors.”  (Tallis, p 221) 

 

 

Not only has consciousness emerged from the 

evolutionary process, but humans share a collective 

space in which the various selves can communicate 

with one another.  Humans are social and relational 

beings, something for which materialism alone cannot 

give full account. 

 

Society: The Reality of Collective and Shared Consciousness 

Posted on April 5, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 9th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Consciousness: Mind over Matter? (Tallis).   In this series we are 
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reflecting on the works of two scientists who are concerned with recent claims from 

neuroscience:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE 

SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, 

DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

While some neo-atheists believe that neuroscience is proving that 

there is nothing more to the universe than matter and that 

consciousness/free will are illusions created by the biochemistry of 

the brain, some scientists have reacted against these claims.  

Gazzaniga and Tallis are two scientists who recently published books 

defending the existence of consciousness and defending the 

uniqueness of humans in the evolutionary process.  Not only have 

humans emerged with individual consciousness but humans have 

used their conscious awareness to create a shared conscious space, known as society.  

This is seen as a further development in human evolution. 

 

“…what could account for the vast differences between our species and other 

animals. He pointed out that one of the possible consequences of social behavior, 

which triggered so many changes, was becoming sedentary and abandoning 

the nomadic lifestyle. Between 10,500 and 8,500 B.C., many things that had 

been accumulating over the past thousands of years came together and made a 

major change in lifestyle possible. There was the end of the last glacial period; 

there was control of fire and more effective hunting; the dog had been 

domesticated (the social world really took off, now that man had a best friend!); 

there was an increased consumption of fish and a greater reliance on storable 

cereal grains. Festinger concluded that sedentary existence was the 

fundamental change that irreversibly altered the course of human evolution. A 

sedentary lifestyle allowed humans to reproduce more successfully (owing to a 

reduction of miscarriages and a reduction of spacing between children), and 

group size quickly increased to around 150. Although the environment and 

natural resources normally temper the population increases caused by the 

endogenous drive to reproduce, this was not so for humans. They were able, 

sooner or later, to find or invent solutions to problems and markedly change 

their environment while they were evolving. So as sedentary groups formed, 

http://www.amazon.com/Whos-Charge-Science-Brain-ebook/dp/B005UD1EVG/ref=tmm_kin_title_0?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2
http://www.amazon.com/Whos-Charge-Science-Brain-ebook/dp/B005UD1EVG/ref=tmm_kin_title_0?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2
http://www.amazon.com/Aping-Mankind-Neuromania-Darwinitis-Misrepresentation/dp/1844652726/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332300517&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Aping-Mankind-Neuromania-Darwinitis-Misrepresentation/dp/1844652726/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332300517&sr=1-1


their populations increased; around 7,000 B.C. someone had a big idea, and 

agriculture came on the scene. 

 

This was followed by increasing specialization from 6,000 to 4,500 

B.C., which required more interdependence in communities, which in 

turn created a greater potential for status and power differences. 

Meanwhile, there was the development of natural and religious 

technologies, social rules, gossip, and moral stance to control and 

organize these communities of people.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 2397-

2410) 

 

The rise of consciousness in humans resulted in the creation of 

societies – spaces which each individual consciousness share with all 

others.  This changed everything for humans, for no longer were they 

simply being determined by nature or the genes, now they were making decisions that 

began to effect nature itself and furthered their own intellectual and conscious 

development. 

The continued and on-going social and technological development of humanity as a 

result of consciousness has meant as Tallis noted several times in his book that humans 

lead their lives, they don’t simply live them as other animals do. 

“It is only because individually (and in the case of science collectively) we 

transcend the matter of which we are made that we are able to develop 

immensely powerful accounts of matter.  It is because we are able to stand 

outside matter, to reflect on it, to have it as an object of thought, through the 

collective consciousness developed through our various modes of discourse, that 

we have a science of it.”  (Tallis, p 341) 

 

The very existence of science for Tallis is evidence of human consciousness and self will.  

Some of the neo-atheists however have attempted to show that everything about culture 

is simply rooted in materialistic biochemistry.  In keeping with their purely materialist 

views, they have embrace the notion of the “memes” which are units of cultural 

transmission.  It is a way of reducing human culture and memory to information which 

is simply stored in the brain’s biochemistry.  By such reductionism, they can try to re-

image the human as nothing more than materialistic activity.  Tallis rejects the use being 



made of “memes”, units of cultural transmission that are nothing more than brain 

impulses: 

“Indeed, it is difficult to see how meme-possession could offer 

anything other than the image of the mind as a lumber room or 

junkyard full of cognitive or cultural bric-a-brac.  This would 

hardly correspond either to the reality of experience or, more 

importantly, to the  reality of the way we navigate through, and 

interact with, the world of daily life, never mind how we project 

ourselves into a complex, timetabled future, on the basis of a 

complex past composed of singularities.  Memes, passively acquired and stitching 

themselves together in clusters or “meme-plexes”, hardly answer this. . . .  So 

Darwinitics talk about ‘social evolution’ or ‘institutional evolution’ as if they were the 

same as organic evolution; in other words as if they were unconscious processes, 

requiring no effort on anyone’s part or sense of direction even at a micro-scale.  In 

reality, evolution as it applies to technologies or social institutions, while it is indeed a 

gradual process that has no final goal in view, involves much deliberation and has 

many explicit intermediate goals. . . .  The extension of evolution from genes to memes 

propos up this exaggerated assessment of the scope of Darwin’s great theory.  Memes 

fill the gap between man the organism and human beings who are persons, conscious 

agents, genuine individuals, actively leading their own lives with something that has 

the passivity and automaticity of Darwinian natural selection, marginalizing 

individuality, the self and agency. ”  (Tallis, pp 167-169) 

 

Evolution ceased being a purely unconscious process for humans – the rise of 

consciousness meant humans could and did interact with and shape their own history 

and continued development.  While Tallis accepts evolution, he rejects the use being 

made of it by extending it to all things which exist. He sees this as reductionist and not 

true to the facts we can scientifically observe about humans.  Though he himself is an 

atheist, he outlines very well the exact problems theists face when watching the neo-

atheists push to have Darwinism explain everything in the world.  Tallis, the scientist 

sees the need for the existence of consciousness and self, and sees the scientific evidence 

as supporting the existence of these immaterial manifestations in the empirical world. 

Reductionism and Determinism 
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Posted on April 6, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 10th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Society: The Reality of Collective and Shared Consciousness.    I’m 

looking at the works of two scientists who are considering recent claims from 

neuroscience:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE 

SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, 

DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

The assumption of atheistic materialists is that the entire 

universe simply follows an endless series of cause and effect 

that was set in motion by the Big Bang.  Thus everything 

which occurs in the universe is pre-determined by what 

occurred before.  In the materialist’s thinking, determinism 

rules humans completely since humans are simply one part 

of the material universe, and in fact there is nothing but the 

material universe.  Thoughts and consciousness in this thinking are merely the products 

of the same deterministic material world working through its cause and effects – in fact, 

according to the neo-atheists, they don’t exist at all but are an illusion created by the 

empirical brain. 

“So the hard determinists in neuroscience make what I call the 

causal chain claim: (1) The brain enables the mind and the 

brain is a physical entity; (2) The physical world is determined, 

so our brains must also be determined; (3) If our brains are 

determined, and if the brain is the necessary and sufficient 

organ that enables the mind, then we are left with the belief that 

the thoughts that arise from our mind also are determined; (4) 

Thus, free will is an illusion, and we must revise our concepts of what it means to be 

personally responsible for our actions. Put differently, the concept of free will has no 

meaning. The concept of free will was an idea that arose before we knew all this stuff 

about how the brain works, and now we should get rid of it.”   (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 

2059-65) 

 

Both Gazzaniga and Tallis point out the science that does not support the claims of 

absolute determinism in the universe.  The evolutionary atheists who want determinism 
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to be true still have to deal with what is known as the randomness of the universe – in 

natural selection, as expressed in chaos theory, as demonstrated in quantum physics.  

Pure determinism is not upheld by experience or by science. 

“The thing is, you can’t predict Newton’s laws from observing the behavior of 

atoms, nor the behavior of atoms from Newton’s laws. New properties emerge 

that the precursors did not possess. This definitely throws a wrench into the 

reductionist’s works and also throws a wrench into determinism. If you recall, 

the corollary to determinism was that every event, action, et cetera, are 

predetermined and can be predicted in advance (if all parameters are known). 

Even when the parameters of the atom are known, however, they cannot predict 

Newton’s laws for objects. So far they can’t predict which crystalline structure 

will occur when water freezes in different conditions.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 

2004-9) 

 

 

 

Thus as Tallis commented in an earlier blog, 

what science may have discovered is not proof 

that determinism governs the universe or that 

free will does not exist, but rather that there are 

limits to science and limits to what we can 

know.  Determinism cannot in fact be 

determined with absolute certainty because of 

our limits – we cannot know all there is to know, 

nor can we even be absolutely certain in complex systems  of what “all” consists.  Rain 

drops for example may actually fall in a pattern, but because we cannot control or 

measure all of the variables, we cannot know for sure that they do not (see also my The 

Word, The Information, the Bit III). 

 

“If the presence of chaotic systems in nature, Poincaré’s fly in the ointment, 

limits our ability to make accurate predictions with any degree of certainty 

using deterministic physical laws, it presents a quandary for physicists. It 

seems to imply that either randomness lurks at the core of any deterministic 

model of the universe or we will never be able to prove that deterministic laws 

apply in complex systems.”   (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 1916-19) 
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Tallis sees this limit as something 

which science must come to own 

as a truth rather than trying to 

ignore it because it is 

inconvenient.  Tallis sees the limits 

of scientific knowledge and also sees problems with the logic and philosophical 

assumptions materialists must make to hold to their beliefs.  Gazzaniga on the other 

hand opts to accept a notion that there are different realms of knowledge which we must 

acknowledge and not confuse. 

“We should also not waste time arguing whether the world itself is deterministic 

or stochastic since this is a metaphysical question that is not empirically 

decidable.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 1971-72) 

Tallis thinks the limits of determinism must be acknowledged if we are going to deal 

with reality as it is, not as we need it to be to fit our epistemology. 

Is the Brain Nothing but a Biological Computer? 

Posted on April 6, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 11th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Reductionism and Determinism.   This blog series is based on the 

recent books of two scientists who are considering some claims from neuroscience about 

consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE 

WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF 

HUMANITY. 

 

One of the ways in which some neo-atheists attempt to shape the 

thinking that humans are not in any way different from other 

animals is to create the image that nothing exists in the universe 

except materialism.  Since they accept as fact their belief that there 

is nothing but material existence, they assume humans too cannot 
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rise above mere material existence. So the materialists unceasingly repeat the claim that 

the human brain is no different than a computer  – just a machine crunching 

information and creating an illusion of self, consciousness and free will. Tallis reports 

for example that Colin Blakemore in her lectures “Mechanics of the Mind” said: 

“The human brain is a machine which alone accounts for all our actions, our 

most private thoughts, our beliefs… It makes no sense (in scientific terms) to try 

to distinguish sharply between acts that result from conscious attention and 

those that result from our reflexes or are caused by disease or damage to the 

brain.” (Tallis, p 52) 

 

The notion that what the brain does is ‘information-processing’  is called the 

Computational Theory of the Mind and is associated especially with cognitive 

psychology.   Both Gazzaniga and Tallis take exception to these claims  that the brain is 

merely a computer as do a number of other scientists.  Tallis points out repeatedly that 

it takes a conscious mind to make a computer function or be useful.  Without an 

operator to create and activate a computer, it would do nothing, unlike the human mind 

which is functioning continually. 

 

“We start imagining that machines that help us to carry out certain 

functions actually have those functions …  We forget that in the 

absence  of any human beings using the tool its function would not be 

performed … It is therefore wrong to imagine the mind as being 

analogous to a computer.  In the absence of minds, computers do not do 

what minds do.”  (Tallis, pp 184-186) 

 

Tallis cautions that there exists logical and terminological confusion which contributes 

to assuming the brain is simply a computer.  He points out that Information Theory uses 

the word “information” is a specialized way in order to quantify it.  However, this 

technical use of “information” should not be confused with the common ideas of 

perception or meaning as being “information.”   Information in engineering means 

technically “uncertainty reduction” which is not how we commonly use information 

when speaking about what the brain deals with.  Tallis writes: 

 

“…the information in a book, or on a disk, is only potential information … it 

remains merely potential until it is encountered by an individual  requiring and 
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able to receive information, able to be informed.  In the absence of such a 

(conscious) organism, it is sloppy and inaccurate to refer to the states of objects 

as ‘information’; but  such lose talk is the beginning of a very long journey. …  

Once the concept of information is liberated from the idea of someone being 

informed and from that of a conscious someone doing the informing, 

anything is possible.”  (pp 207-208) 

 

There is, Tallis reports, a huge difference between what a human mind 

does with information and what a computer is capable of doing with 

information.  That difference is that humans are conscious and related 

to the world about them and consciously use experience in shaping and 

being shaped by what they experience.  The conscious human, the self 

(an observer, interpreter, user), is a necessary element for there to be information at all. 

 This point Tallis makes in a variety of ways as he shows what the limits of a computer 

are and how it does not come close to being a human brain. 

“Computers do not get any nearer to becoming conscious as their inputs are  

more complexly related to their outputs and however many stages and layers of 

processing intervene between the two.  A Cray supercomputer with terabytes of 

RAM is no more self-aware than a pocket calculator.”(Tallis, p 173) 

 

For Tallis the Computational Theory of 

the brain falls seriously short by not 

recognizing the different between what a 

mind does consciously with information 

versus what a computer does in 

processing data.  The computer comes 

nowhere even close to consciously 

dealing with anything. 

Additionally, as mentioned previously, not only are humans different from other 

animals and from computers because humans are conscious, there is among humans 

that shared social space in which individual consciousness interacts and forms that 

social dimension which in turn is acting consciously on the environment. 



“The same holds true for brains. Brains are automatic machines 

following decision pathways, but analyzing single brains in isolation 

cannot illuminate the capacity of responsibility. Responsibility is a 

dimension of life that comes from social exchange, and social exchange 

requires more than one brain. When more than one brain interacts, new 

and unpredictable things begin to emerge, establishing a new set of rules. 

Two of the properties that are acquired in this new set of rules that 

weren’t previously present are responsibility and freedom. They are not 

found in the brain, just as John Locke declared when he said, ‘the will in 

truth, signifies nothing but a power, or ability, to prefer or choose. And 

when the will, under the name of a faculty, is considered, as it is, barely 

as an ability to do something, the absurdity in saying it is free, or not free, will easily 

discover itself.’ Responsibility and freedom are found, however, in the space between 

brains, in the interactions between people.” (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 2174-82) 

 

 

Sky, trees and sun reflected in a creek 

Human consciousness has created an immaterial “space between brains,” the 

interactions between people – society, social interfacing –  which means humans are not 

limited to, completely controlled by or coterminous with material existence.  Humans 

create and experience and share this immaterial conscious space, and it is very much 

part of what it is to be human.  It also is the way in which humans are totally unlike any 

other animal and also unlike computers. 

 



Memory and the Mind 

Posted on April 9, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 12th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Is the Brain Nothing but a Biological Computer?   This blog series is 

based on the recent books of two scientists who are considering some claims from 

neuroscience about consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN 

CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond 

Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

The notion that the brain is merely a computer, 

albeit a biological one, is not supported by 

science or experience, according to these 

scientists who defend the notion of free will.  

There is an operator and interpreter, a self, 

which is part and parcel to how the brain 

functions.  The computer can do nothing 

without this operator – the human being – to 

determine and interpret the computations of the computer.  Tallis notes that 

consciousness has been an obvious element in theories of the mind/brain for centuries; 

consider for example John Locke’s (d. 1704) theory of knowledge: 

 

“All knowledge, he said, came from the senses.  The mind at birth was atabula 

rasa – a clean slate or blank sheet – and it was effectivelyconstructed  out of 

experiences organized only according to their associations.  But if the mind 

starts off as a blank sheet, and is built up out of experiences, how does it 

manage to avoid ending up as just ‘a heap of impressions…  There must surely 

be some innate basis for the organization of the material of which the mind was 

composed.”  (Tallis, p 34) 

 

That “innate basis” for organizing material is consciousness, the self.  What the theories 

of the brain keep pointing to, but then denying is the necessary existence of a conscious 

self to understand the operation of the brain.  Without human consciousness, the 

computer would not exist and would not be doing anything at all.  Thus the comparison 
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of the brain to a computer is a totally inadequate scientific understanding of the 

brain/mind. 

Tallis especially hammers away at the point that what is required for science to exist is 

that there be a conscious observer of the process.  Thus he defends the fact that  

consciousness is real, even if immaterial.  Without consciousness, this awareness which 

is not coterminous with neural activity, materialist science would not be making any 

declarations against the existence of consciousness! 

“Physics tell us that light is electro-magnetic radiation and 

this does not in itself have a colour or, necessarily, 

visibility.  Yellow-in-itself is not actually yellow; and 

electromagnetic radiation outside a very narrow 

bandwidth is invisible.  Only an appropriately tuned 

perceiver can confer brightness, colour and beauty on 

light.”  (Tallis, p 96) 

 

It is the conscious self which is needed for science to exist. 

 “The appeal to quantum physics … the ultimate constituents of the material 

world have definite properties… only in the presence of measurement – that is 

to say an observer.  In other words, quantum 

phenomena requireconsciousness and so cannot generate it.”  (Tallis, p 119) 

 

As quantum mechanics show the observer is a necessary element in quantum physics 

itself.  A self is needed for that physics to exist.  A conscious observer is also needed for 

time to exist.  Tallis brings this point out in a discussion on memory. 

“… in the absence of an observer, time has no tenses; not only does the 

physical world not have past and future in which events are located 

but (and this seems less obvious) it doesn’t have the present.  For an 

event to count as being present, there has to be someone for whom it is 

present…”(Tallis, p 132) 

 

Time is an immaterial property of the universe.  It is measurable and it is real in physics, 

but it requires a conscious observer for it to have any meaning. 

http://frted.files.wordpress.com/2012/04/apingmankind3.jpg


“When I remember your request, however clear my memory, 

however precise the mental image I might have of your making the 

request, I am not deceived into thinking that you are now making 

the request.  Your request is firmly located in the past.  As for the 

past, it is an extraordinarily elaborated and structured realm.  It is 

layered; it is both personal (memory) and collective (history); it is 

randomly visited and timetabled; it is accessed through facts, 

through vague impressions, through images steeped in 

nostalgia.  This realm has no place in the physical world.” (Tallis, p 124) 

 

Once again for Tallis, absolute materialism is stymied by science itself.  Time and 

memories exist, and they represent an immaterial part of the empirical world. 

“… memories are both in the present (they are presently experienced) and in the 

past (they are of something that was once experienced).  They are the presence 

of the past.” (Tallis, p 125) 

 

“A remembered smile is located in the past: indeed in a past world, which is … 

‘a living network of understanding rather than a dormant warehouse of 

facts.’” (Tallis, p 128) 

 

Memories, the experience of time, the fact that an observer is needed for quantum 

phsyics to exist, speak to Tallis scientifically and logically about the existence of “self” 

and also of beings that exist in the material world and yet experience and share an 

immaterial reality as well.  Tallis is convinced that memories as well as perceptions are 

not equated with neural activity, though related to it as our way of experiencing reality. 

Free Will 

Posted on April 10, 2012 by Fr. Ted 
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An icon of free will 

This is the 13th blog in the series which began withThe Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog isMemory and the Mind.   This blog series is based on the recent 

books of two scientists who are considering some claims from neuroscience about 

consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE 

WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF 

HUMANITY. 

 

Both Gazzaniga and Tallis offer criticisms of the claims of some that neuroscience has 

disproved the existence of the self or of free will.  Tallis by far offers a much stronger 

defense for free will from the scientific evidence, from philosophy and from logic.  

Gazzaniga certainly has reservations about the far reaching claims of what neuroscience 

has proven.  However, he does hedge his ideas a bit. 

“Vohs and Schooler suggested that disbelief in free will produces 

a subtle cue that exerting effort is futile, thus granting 

permission not to bother. People prefer not to bother, because 

bothering, in the form of self-control, requires exertion and 

depletes energy. Further investigation along these lines by 

Florida State University social psychologists Roy Baumeister, E. 

J. Masicampo, and C. Nathan DeWall found that reading 

deterministic passages increased tendencies of the people they studied to act 

aggressively and to be less helpful toward others. They suggest that a belief in free will 

may be crucial for motivating people to control their automatic impulses to act 
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selfishly, and a significant amount of self-control and mental energy is required to 

override selfish impulses and to restrain aggressive impulses. The mental state 

supporting the idea of voluntary actions had an effect on the subsequent action 

decision. It seems that not only do we believe we control our actions, but it is good for 

everyone to believe it.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 1831-40) 

 

Gazzaniga moves in the more neutral direction of pointing out that even 

if free will is an illusion, it still has positive effects on our behaviors and 

for society as scientific research has shown.  But in the above passage he 

says, “The mental state supporting the idea of voluntary actions had 

an effect on the subsequent action decision.”   The very statement that 

we can effect decisions by our behavior indicates that determinism 

doesn’t rule everything in the human life.  We are not merely following 

a cause and effect chain of events, but we actually engage life, make decisions and our 

decisions have an effect on what happens next.  We in fact are marking choices and 

these choices change what happens next – this is in fact the exertion of free will.  Our 

empirical brains process input from the world and from other humans; this results in 

real thinking and decision making.  There is in fact an immaterial aspect to our 

existence even when our self and free will are always interfacing with the material world 

in and through our brains and bodies.  What the studies Gazzaniga show is that non-

material input received by our brains does translate into changed behavior which can be 

statistically demonstrated.  This is scientific evidence against absolute materialist 

determinism. 

 

Tallis goes much further than Gazzaniga and is very clear that the evidence of science is 

that humans do exhibit free will as part of human consciousness. 

“As Carter says: ’The illusion of free will is deeply ingrained 

precisely because it prevents us from falling into a suicidally 

fatalistic state of mind – it is one of the brain’s most powerful 

aids to survival…’     This is an interesting claim because it 

suggests that our belief  that we are free can (after all) alter 

what happens in the world: initially, as far as we are 

concerned, for the better because it helps us survive.  In short, 

the illusion of free will does deflect the course of events, and hence it is self-fulfilling.  

It is not an illusion.  For if we really cannot deflect the course of predetermined events, 
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then the idea that we are free cannot change anything, any more than the idea that we 

are not free can change it.”(Tallis, p 262) 

 

Beliefs can alter what actions we take.  The immaterial 

influencing the material.  The material brain is able to 

make choices which effects what we do, which in turn 

changes what happens in our lives and in the world.  

In other words science is demonstrating that free will 

exists and that strict determinism is not governing 

everything that is unfolding in the universe.  Even 

genetically speaking aberrations and mutations 

unpredictably enter into genes – we see that record in the human genome.  Absolute 

determinism based in materialism does not describe reality as we know it anymore than 

Newtonian physics can describe the quantum world.   There is uncertainty in the world 

of physics as well as in human sociology and psychology. 

Implications of the Free Will Debate 

Posted on April 11, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 14th blog in the series which began with The Brainless 

Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about 

free will, the mind, the brain and the self. The previous blog is Free 

Will.   This blog series is based on the recent books of two scientists 

who are considering some claims from neuroscience about 

consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s WHO’S IN 

CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and 

Raymond Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS 

AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

The new fMRI technology has opened some exciting possibilities regarding our 

understanding the functions of the brain.  As Tallis notes popular media stories about 

neuroscientific findings are ubiquitous in the news these days.   Claims about what 

fMRIs can prove abound in scientific and popular literature.  Both Gazzaniga and Tallis 

offer some cautionary advice about what the new neuroscientific achievements can 

actually prove.  Tallis especially points out that those with strong materialistic beliefs 

are proclaiming neuroscience now proves consciousness, the self and free will are 
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illusions created by brain biochemistry. And Tallis warns that these claims far exceed 

what the science actually shows but rather the materialists are reading into the evidence 

what they already believe rather than extracting from the evidence testable 

conclusions.    Just a quick look at 3 Magazines that come into my house: 

DISCOVER magazine, a publication reporting on recent trends and 

findings in science has regular features on the brain and new 

neuroscience:  The April 2012 edition had an article by Dan Hurley, 

“Where Memory Lives”;  Carl Zimmer contributes regular articles on 

“The Brain” to the magazine.  The 5 March edition ofTIME magazine 

had an article, “Getting to NO: The Science of Building Willpower”, by 

Jeffrey Kluger which also relies on fMRI studies on the brain.  The October 2011 edition 

of NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC featured David Dobbs’ article, “Beautiful Brains: The New 

Science of the Teenage Brain.” 

 

Claims are abounding as to what neuroscience has proven and because of the drive of 

some neoatheists, this science is now being offered as the basis for an entirely new 

morality and calling for sweeping reforms of the justice system.  For if the material 

world is all that exists and free will is an illusion, than any ideas about morality and 

personal responsibility will have to be completely revamped.  Age old ideas of how to 

deal with social problems and crime which are based in the free will choice of the 

perpetrators will have to be thrown out. 

Tallis offers a very stark warning about the agenda being pushed by the neo-atheists. 

“The return of political scientism, particularly of a biological 

variety, should strike a chill in the heart.  The twentieth century 

demonstrated how quickly social policies based in pseudo-

science, which bypassed the individual as an independent centre 

of action and judgement but simply saw humanity as a 

substrate to be shaped by appropriate technologies, led to 

catastrophe.  Unfortunately, historical examples may not be 

successful in dissuading the bioengineers of the human soul because it will be argued 

that this time the intentions are better and consequently the results will be less 

disastrous.”  (Tallis, p 70) 
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Tallis is clear in his book that the scientific evidence and logic itself do no support the 

claims of these neo-atheists.  Though himself an atheist he comes in his book to the 

defense of religious beliefs about free will and personhood and calls upon modern 

philosophers to challenge these modern claims based in sound logic.  He also sees dire 

consequences to humanity not in following science but only in allowing science to be 

interpreted by scientism. 

Gazzaniga offers some thoughts which perhaps not his main intention are solid support 

for the notion of free will and a rejection of materialistic determinism. 

“On the neurophysiological level, we are born with a sense of fairness and some 

other moral intuitions. These intuitions contribute to our moral judgments on 

the behavioral level, and, higher up the chain, our moral judgments contribute 

to the moral and legal laws we construct for our societies. These moral laws and 

legal laws on the societal scale provide feedback that constrains behavior. The 

social pressures on the individual at the behavior level affect his survival and 

reproduction and thus what underlying brain processes are selected for. Over 

time, these social pressures begin to shape who we are. Thus, it is easy to see 

that these moral systems become real and very important to understand.”  

(Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 2966-70) 

 

 

Wisdom and Lady Justice 

Social pressures (non-material forces) do in fact change behavior as can be 

demonstrated in scientific studies.  People have free will and are shaped by society and 

moral beliefs.  Thus the claims that all behavior is purely controlled by biochemical 

processes in the brain are not supported by our experience in life nor by what scientific 

studies show. 



A Test Case – Applying Neuroscience to Law 

Posted on April 18, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

 

This is the 15th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Implications of the Free Will Debate.   This blog series is based on 

the recent books of two scientists who are considering some claims from neuroscience 

about consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  

FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF 

HUMANITY. 

 

Arguments about whether or not humans have free will are not abstract debates with no 

practical implications.  As Tallis makes perfectly clear those he labels as the ideologues 

of Darwinitis and neuromania are intent on reshaping all of human culture according to 

their philosophical presuppositions.  Tallis warns that we all should be paying attention 

to this debate and not allowing ourselves to be deceived by scientism which pretends to 

be science.  Gazzaniga is not so confrontational and rather wants us all to recognize that 

there are different realms of knowledge and that questions about free well, 

consciousness and self are after all philosophical debates and not scientific ones since 

they are dealing with immaterial concepts and science by definition is limited to the  
  

http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/04/18/a-test-case-applying-neuroscience-to-law/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/03/22/the-brainless-bible-and-the-mindless-illusion-of-self/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/03/22/the-brainless-bible-and-the-mindless-illusion-of-self/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/04/11/implications-of-the-free-will-debate/
http://www.amazon.com/Whos-Charge-Science-Brain-ebook/dp/B005UD1EVG/ref=tmm_kin_title_0?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2
http://www.amazon.com/Whos-Charge-Science-Brain-ebook/dp/B005UD1EVG/ref=tmm_kin_title_0?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2
http://www.amazon.com/Aping-Mankind-Neuromania-Darwinitis-Misrepresentation/dp/1844652726/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332300517&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Aping-Mankind-Neuromania-Darwinitis-Misrepresentation/dp/1844652726/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332300517&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Aping-Mankind-Neuromania-Darwinitis-Misrepresentation/dp/1844652726/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332300517&sr=1-1
http://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2010/03/1174


study of the material world.   We can 

look at one issue which Gazzaniga 

spends some time on: the legal 

implications of the free will debate.  

Both Tallis and Gazzaniga see the 

neuroscientific technology of the fMRI 

being brought ever more frequently into 

the courts as evidence and 

neuroscientists being called upon to offer their expert opinions on behaviors and free 

will.  Since the modern Western  sense of justice requires that a person must be capable 

of making a choice before being found guilty of having committed a crime, the 

neuromaniac’s claims that there is no such thing as free will has absolute implications 

for justice of any kind. 

Leaving aside the ideological claims of the neo-atheist’s faith in scientism, we can see 

wherein there are problems.  Gazzaniga outlines the judicial problem in the following 

way: 

“Justice is a concept of moral rightness, but there has never been an agreement 

as to what moral rightness is based on: ethics (should the punishment fit the 

crime, retribution, or be for the greater good of the population, utilitarian?), 

reason (will punishment or treatment lead to a better outcome?), law (a system 

of rules that one agrees to live by in order to maintain a place in society), 

natural law (actions results in consequences), fairness (based on rights? based 

on equality or merit? based on the individual or society?), religion (based on 

which one?), or equity (allowing the court to use some discretion over 

sentencing)? Nonetheless, the judge tries to come up with a just 

disposition.”   (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 3270-75) 

 

First, Gazzaniga may overstate the problem – there was a fair amount of broad social 

agreement on dealing with issues of justice that governed Western civilization for some 

time.  It is the case that as modern Western society has moved away from a purely 

modernist view point and relied more on human reason than divine revelation that 

more diverse viewpoints have come to the forefront.  Multiple perspectives on any issue 

have become increasingly accepted in our totally individualistic and autonomous based  

  



thinking.  The seeds of the 

Enlightenment’s fight for the absolute 

rights of the individual have taken root.  

Post-modernism and its rejection of any 

meta-narrative tying together individuals 

is a fruit of this evolution in thinking.   So 

under the influence of several very 

prominent current philosophical trends, 

agreements about morality and 

normality and what is acceptable have eroded.  This is the cause of the very partisan and 

divisive politics in our country.  Some would also say it is simply the nature of modern 

democracy. 

The neuroscience contribution to the fray is that in courts more 

appeals are being made to fMRI technology to excuse or defend 

individuals based on the notion that they have “abnormal brains” 

and thus cannot be held personally accountable for their behavior.  

Gazzaniga points out some of the problems with the courts 

uncritically accepting fMRI scans as scientific proof for excusing 

behavior: 

 

“There are other problems with the abnormal brain story, but the biggest one is 

that the law makes a false assumption. It does not follow that a person with an 

abnormal brain scan has abnormal behavior, nor is a person with an abnormal 

brain automatically incapable of responsible behavior. Responsibility is not 

located in the brain. The brain has no area or network for responsibility. As I 

said before, the way to think about responsibility is that it is an interaction 

between people, a social contract. Responsibility reflects a rule that emerges out 

of one or more agents interacting in a social context, and the hope that we share 

is that each person will follow certain rules. An abnormal brain does not mean 

that the person cannot follow rules.”   (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 3078-83) 

 

Gazzaniga in the above statement comes closer to the position and concerns that Tallis 

raises.  Personality responsibility like consciousness and free will do not reside only at 

the level of individuals but are part of the shared social space in which all humans 

participate.  Gazzaniga points out: 
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“Diagnosed with schizophrenia after the fact by a 

psychiatrist for his defense, John Hinckley was 

found not guilty by reason of insanity for his 

attempt to assassinate President Reagan. This 

attempt, however, was premeditated. He had 

planned it in advance, showing evidence of good 

executive functioning. He understood that it was 

against the law and concealed his weapon.”  (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 3092-94) 

 

 

Wisdom, Justice, Vice & Crime, Corruption, Slander, Deception, Despotic Power 

The push by some neo-atheists to deny the existence of free will in humans carries with 

it an extensive agenda to reform society  based on the ideology of scientism, which is a 

system of belief which denies many of the ideals, aspirations and hopes that have 

traditionally guided society.  It calls into question the purpose of legal consequences by 

denying that a person has the ability to make the choices they do.  Gazzaniga counters: 

“No matter what their condition, however, most humans can follow rules. 

Criminals can follow the rules. They don’t commit their crimes in front of 

policemen. They are able to inhibit their intentions when the cop walks by. They 

have made a choice based on their experience. This is what makes us responsible 

agents, or not.”   (Gazzaniga, Kindle Loc. 3432-34) 

 

Lady Freedom 



Thus the push for changing how human society has dealt with social problems based in 

the belief system of scientism is an effort to deceive for it claims to be based in pure 

science while it based in the philosophical beliefs of materialism.  This is why Tallis 

warns strongly that we should be afraid of those who believe they can scientifically 

engineer human morality.  Scientism may be a child of the Enlightenment but it intends 

to gut the very nature of American idealism which is based in human freedom and 

personal responsibility. 

Do We have the Brains to Deal with Ourselves? (I) 

Posted on April 20, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 15th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is A Test Case – Applying Neuroscience to Law.   This blog series is 

based on the recent books of two scientists who are considering some claims from 

neuroscience about consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN 

CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond 

Tallis’  APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

As we have seen, even some scientists have reservations about the claims being made 

promoting scientism rather than science based in the newly 

unfolding neuroscientific studies. Because science does 

command a fair respect in the U.S. population as a 

whole invoking science in support of one’s ideas often is 

seen as proving one’s ideas.   In a recent essay in THE 

WILSON QUARTERLY (Spring 2012),  “Left, Right, and 

Science,” Christopher Clausen explores how “Liberals and conservatives alike wrap 

groupthink in the cloak of science whenever convenient.”  He concludes, “The results 

are seldom good.” 

 

Science is being used to prove or support ideas that are not scientific at all but rather are 

philosophical, moral and political.  Additionally, a vocal number of those committed to 

philosophical scientism intentionally use science to promote their own ideology and 

political agenda which is far beyond what science itself is able to deal with by the 
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scientific method which it claims is the only way to measure truth.   Tallis especially 

warns of the dangers inherent in scientism as a political ideology. 

Clausen in TWQ writes in the debates that occur regarding abortion questions are raised 

as to when life begins: 

“Nobody disputes that both sperm and ovum are as alive and human as their 

hosts. The moral question of the stage at which a fetus becomes entitled to the 

legal protections accorded human beings has no possible scientific answer. 

These examples betray a common instinct to use science as an assault weapon 

in political combat even when it really has little or nothing to say.” 

Science cannot answer the question regarding to whom civil rights should be extended 

nor at what age this should happen.  Science alone cannot answer 

moral questions to which society demands an ethical answer.  It is 

the dilemma to which Einstein once referred when he said that 

science tells us what can be done (what is scientifically, 

mechanically, technically possible) but it is not able to tell us what 

should be done (what is morally good and right).   We again come to 

the limits of science even when society has further questions about 

an issue which it needs answered.   In another example, Clausen notes: 

 

“…when Secretary of Health and Human Services Kathleen Sebelius overruled a 

Food and Drug Administration recommendation last December that the 

‘morning-after’ pill be made available without prescription to girls younger 

than 17, both she and the FDA couched their disagreement in scientific terms, 

though the issues were really moral and political. Scientists are no more 

qualified to pronounce on these matters than anyone else, and to believe 

otherwise is to confuse different realms of thought.” 
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Science studies questions related to the material universe, but it can cause in the human 

community questions of ethics which can only be answered in philosophical 

discussions.  They need to be answered, but science itself cannot 

provide the answers.  The answers of the neo-atheists are 

coming from scientismnot from science.  The very fact that 

these ethical questions exist tell us that in fact humans, 

individually and collectively are faced with choices, AND they 

must make decisions which effect all of humanity. Thus the 

philosophical questions and the debate then engender would seem to indicate the 

existence of consciousness and choice.   Those who are committed to scientific 

materialism may in fact have little to offer to debates about moral issues.  Ethical issues 

go far beyond the limits of materialism.  The desire of the neo-atheists to use 

neuroscience as a basis to disprove the existence of free will, should also lead them to 

remain silent on moral issues for which they have no moral authority, especially since 

they claim only the material world really exists.  Clausen points out: 

 

“… while science as an ideal is detached and self-correcting, actual scientists can 

be as fallible and ideological as anyone else.” 

Thus the claims by the neo-atheists that ‘free will does not exist’ resides in their 

ideology, not in science but in scientism.  And these folk have a big agenda they are 

attempting to foist on society in the name of their materialist beliefs.  For example in the 

debates regarding public schools and teaching evolution or intelligent design, Clausen 

writes: 

“The Scopes trial began as a contest not just over the rights or 

wrongs of Darwinism but whether majority rule should determine 

what a public school teacher might or might not teach on a sensitive 

subject. According to Scopes’s liberal defenders, by banning 

evolution from the classroom the state of Tennessee had put itself in 

the position of the Catholic Church with Galileo. More than that, it 

was practicing thought control by overriding individual conscience, 

the very organ that both Protestantism and the First Amendment to 

the Constitution supposedly held sacred.   …   Today the shoe is on the other foot.   …  

 Public school teachers are now forbidden to discuss “creation science,” “intelligent 

design,” or related doctrines as alternatives to Darwin’s theory. …  The justification 
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usually given by scientists and others who defend what looks like a double standard is 

that creationism in whatever guise is religion, not science. No question, but the 

corollary that all mention of such a widely shared view should therefore be excluded is 

less obvious. It can hardly be considered either socially marginal or irrelevant to the 

subject of human origins”. 

What the neo-atheists claim to want to do is to create a society which is 

based solely in reason (science) and not based in nebulous belief systems.  

What they do is to intentionally replace science  with scientism and thus 

work to impose an ideological belief system on everyone.  It is mind 

control games from people who deny the existence of the mind claiming it is nothing 

more than biochemical reactions taking place in the brain. 

Clausen points out another instance where one can see how the ideological purposes of  

scientism are endeavoring to control people: in the climate change debates. 

 “Beyond the immensely complicated evidence and computer models that predict 

the future climate of the entire world, however, lie familiar political factors, 

such as a vast increase in government power over the economy and everyday 

life that advocates say is immediately necessary to avert calamity. “ 

 

Goddess Minerva 

Thus the issue becomes not science but creating a government power capable of 

controlling the course of human events.  This, these ideologues would say is simply 

governing the world by reason.  But one wonders why those who ardently believe in 

determinism and deny free will are so determined to create institutions which govern 

everyone and everything.  If free will is an illusion created by the brain as they claim, 

why the need to create institutions to govern and channel free will?  The claims are not 
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as based in reason alone as they claim but are ideologically driven based in their own 

assumptions to achieve their own non-scientific agendas. 

Do We have the Brains to Deal with Ourselves? (II) 

Posted on April 23, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 17th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Do We have the Brains to Deal with Ourselves? (I).   This blog 

series is based on the recent books of two scientists who are considering some claims 

from neuroscience about consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S 

IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond 

Tallis’ APING MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE 

MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 

The philosophical assumption that the material world is all that 

exists has led some to conclude that notions of self, 

consciousness and free will are all nothing but illusions created 

by the biochemistry of the brain.  No one or no thing is in 

charge of the brain, they would say.  However, these same folk 

then go on to offer advice how to shape society along completely 

“rational” lines of thinking which would seem to belie their 

claimed belief that no one is in charge, nor could be.  Why are 

these folk committed to scientism so strongly fighting to control 

how we understand what they label as an illusion – consciousness not to mention 

conscience?  Yet fight they do against all who believe in free will.  Determinism reigns or 

so they claim, and they are determined to ensure that they reign with it.  Their agenda is 

philosophical and political and they are ideologically committed to an opinion -  none of 

which seems to be grounded in the materialism they extol.  They don’t want any forces 

resisting the determinism they claim to believe in – certainly not religious forces nor 

freely chosen beliefs of individuals or social groupings. 

Thankfully enough the thought control police of scientism are kept 

partially in check by the fact that our emotions and memories turn out to 

be the product of what Carl Zimmer labels “a staggeringly complex 

combination of factors.”  (DISCOVER,  May 2012, p 32).  Zimmer 
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explained in the April 2012 issue of DISCOVER: 

 

“Neuroscientists know that the brain contains some 100 billion neurons and that 

the neurons are joined together via an estimated quadrillion connections.  It’s 

through those links that the brain does the remarkable work of learning and 

storing memory.  Yet scientists have never mapped that whole web of neural 

conact, known as the connectome.” 

I said “thankfully enough” above because as Tallis points out some of these neo-atheists 

are committed to attempting to control humanity through controlling the biochemistry 

of the brain.  In itself this seems to be a contradiction of what these atheistic materialists 

are claiming.  On the one hand they affirm absolute belief in materialistic determinism 

and deny free will.  On the other hand, they claim traditional methods of dealing with 

ethical issues and failures are all wrong because the methods are not based in 

materialism.  It is hard to understand philosophically how if determinism in fact 

controls everything, they could even suggest there is a right or wrong way of doing 

things, or that it matters.  And that they themselves want to promote an alternative 

method of dealing with social problems would seem to deny their adherence to 

determinism.  They are claiming that by following their rationale we can somehow 

cooperate with determinism rather than resist it.  The very notion that we are resisting 

or cooperating with determinism would seem to deny absolute determinism.  That they 

can propose a change in how we deal with anything also denies that determinism is the 

ultimate force in the universe and would in fact suggest what we do does change the 

course of events. 

The push for scientism is an ideological push not a scientific 

one.  The denial of free will or consciousness or self serves 

to promote an agenda for a belief system which claims 

anything we choose to do is only an illusion of free will.  So 

they freely choose to promote an agenda to attain certain 

ends in a system which they claim is completely determined 

by forces we cannot influence or control. 

Nevertheless they continue to promote and advocate for 

changing human behavior and beliefs in a world in which 



they say such efforts are an illusion.  How this is consistent or rationale  is not easy to 

explain. 

This is of course why Tallis, himself a secular atheists, thinks the rest of the world needs 

to pay attention to the claims of these “neuromaniacs” and “Darwinitists” and not cave 

into their illogical and unfounded presuppositions.  A lot is at stake, and the agenda of 

scientism should call to mind for us the experiments done on humans in the name of 

science in the Mid-Twentieth Century.  Once we accept a notion that humans are 

nothing but a peculiar manifestation of the material world, then we can easily and 

readily accept experimentation on humans in the name of science.  All we have to do is 

rememberJapanese Unit 731 or Dr. Mengele - science guided by ideology.  When we 

dehumanize our fellow human beings and reduce them to their material existence we 

become inhuman ourselves; we treat others like dirt.  Crimes against humanity, slavery, 

genocide, holocaust all proliferate when we practice that reductionist thinking which 

denies personhood or humanity to others. 

 

Remembering What we are Told 

Posted on April 25, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 18th blog in the series which began with The Brainless 

Bible and the Mindless Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas 

about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. The previous 

blog is Do We have the Brains to Deal with Ourselves? (II).   This 

blog series is based on the recent books of two scientists who are 

considering some claims from neuroscience about consciousness 

and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  

FREE WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF 

HUMANITY. 

 

One of the areas which the new neuroscience is exploring is the nature of memories.  

What a memory is exactly in terms of brain function is still not completely understood.  

While scientists are exploring the nature of memories in mice, how this translates to the 

human mind is not completely known. 
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“A mouse’s memory of a single fearful event is one thing: the 

complex associations of human memory, powered by a dense 

network of neuronal connections, is quite another. … More complex 

memories, like the recollection of an event that happened to you, 

are  stored in many different areas of the brain.”  (Dan Hurley, 

“Where Memory Lives,” DISCOVER, April 2012, 37) 

 

Tallis commented extensively on how memories cannot be reduced to a simple 

biochemical or neuronal action.  Memories are complexly stored over a wide area of the 

brain.  Part of the wondrous mystery of the brain is exactly how the memories are stored 

and how they are recalled to form cogent images that our brain can interpret and use.  

Not only does an individual’s brain use these memories, but they can be shared socially 

by a number of people in meaningful interactions. 

Tallis’ point is that human mental activity is not coterminous with the brain functions 

that bring them about.  There is an immaterial element to thinking, remembering, 

choosing and creating.  This is the “self” which the neo-atheists cannot allow because of 

their ideological commitment to materialism, not because it doesn’t exist. 

Even the recent claims by some of the neo-atheists that science 

proves the brain begins to act seconds before the human appears to 

know what action it is going to do fails to take into account that a 

human does not just begin acting in any one second, but rather each 

human mind is composed of a countless number of neuronal 

connections – memories of past experience as well as inherited 

reflexes.  So any activity we do is shaped by and founded in memories and thoughts that 

are already stored in the brain.  We simply do not have the complete picture yet and so 

cannot claim that free will does not exist.  Past choices and experience do shape our 

thinking, choices and actions – the brain doesn’t just suddenly jump into motion with 

no premeditation when it has a choice before it.   Past experience, likes, pleasures, 

memories, emotions, etc, are all already at work in us and so predate every decision we 

make.  The fact that neurons begin working and that scientists can from fMRIs predict 

what a person is going to do before they are aware themselves of what they are going to 

do, doesn’t disprove free will, it only shows us that our self and will is married to our 

physical bodies and cannot be completely separated from them.  The science is telling us 

that a dualistic understanding of the human is an incorrect understanding.  The notions 
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of self, consciousness and free will are essential for understanding what it is to be 

human – to understand what has evolved in the human species, in the uniqueness of the 

human mind. 

Jonah Lehrer writing in the March 2012 

issue of WIRED (“The Forgetting Pill”) 

describes the efforts of medical science to 

deal with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.  

Neuroscientists are trying to understand the 

nature of memories to see if a memory can 

be isolated in the brain and then in one 

fashion or another removed or neutralized 

so that a person can overcome their PTSD 

and be freed from the pain of those 

memories.   Such “memory tweaks” raise a variety of ethical problems and questions:  

Who decides which memories are to be erased?  When we lose memories we also lose 

lessons learned – who accepts responsibility for that loss?  How do we deal with people 

who intentionally erase memories so as not to be held accountable for things they did? 

 Who owns our memories – do future generations (our children for example) have a 

right to possess or inherit our memories?   And legally a host of problems will be raised 

in courts when people intentionally erase memories which are needed as evidence 

(tampering with evidence is a crime after all) and witnesses will be invalidated by 

accusations that their memories were tampered with. 

 

Again, the push for the use of science raises ethical concerns that science itself cannot 

answer. 

Jeffrey Kluger writing in the 5 March 2012 issue of TIMEapplies 

some of the same neuronal questions to the subject of will power 

and whether science can reshape the will once it understands the 

neuronal activity involved in self-indulgence and self-denial.  Here 

too the complexity of brain function has meant so far an 

incomplete understanding of how will power works and what can 

be done to affect it. 

 

But the implication in all of these studies is that science one day 

will be able to know exactly how the brain functions and will be able to control or change 
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that function in any/every human being.  Whether we want science to have that power, 

or whether we believe that power will be harnessed by other social groups (government 

for example; or militant ideologues) for their own nefarious purposes, we come to 

understand that all of these issues in neural science have serious ethical implications for 

us all. 

We need to pay attention to what science might wrought. 

Brain Life and Death 

Posted on April 26, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 19th blog in the series which began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self and is exploring ideas about free will, the mind, the brain and the self. 

The previous blog is Remembering What we are Told.  This blog series is based on the 

recent books of two scientists who are considering some claims from neuroscience about 

consciousness and free will:  Michael S. Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE 

WILL AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND THE MISREPRESENTATION OF 

HUMANITY. 

The last issue I will bring up in relation 

to the topic of the brain and free will is 

the issue of what defines a human as 

being alive (which no doubt some would 

say defines when a human is a human).  

Dick Teresi writing in the May issue 

ofDISCOVER magazine, “The Beating Heart Donors,” points out that “In 1968, thirteen 

men gathered at the Harvard Medical School to virtually undo 5,000 years of the 

study of death.”   What these 13 men did was to redefine death by defining the concept 

of brain death.  For the previous 5000 years death was declared when the heart stopped 

beating or when the lungs could no longer breathe. “When his breath depart he returns 

to his earth” (Psalm 146:4).   Teresi claims now “you were considered dead when you 

suffered the loss of personhood.”   At this point in history, “the medical establishment 

assumes that the brain is what defines humanity and that a functioning brain is vital 

to what is called a human being’s personhood.”   Teresi says this new definition of death 

was not in any way established by the scientific method – no experiments were 

performed on humans or animals and no patients were used as the basis for establishing 
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this totally new concept of and redefinition of death.  Teresi connects this new definition 

of death to the committee’s being fixated on making human organ transplants more 

possible.  Today the organ transplant industry harvests human organs and $20 billion 

per year in business.  It is a business made possible by changing the criteria for 

declaring a person dead – and Teresi notes the donors and their families are excluded 

from receiving one penny of the income generated.  The profits are reaped by this 

medical industry. 

 

Teresi points out that today it is largely anesthesiologists who question “whether 

beating heart cadavers truly are unfeeling, unaware corpses.”   They 

are “questioning the finality of brain death.”  The article offers a 

number of anecdotes which call into question the very premises on 

which brain death is based.  It is very unsettling reading – and 

appears not in a religious journal but a scientific one.   The moral 

questions raised cannot be answered by science alone. 

Teresi’s article is not directly related to the issues I raised in this blog series about the 

brain and free will.  He isn’t addressing the same issues that I have as he focuses only on 

questioning the certainty of death when the criterion used is brain death.  However, It 

certainly seems possible that the neo-atheist denial of consciousness or self will 

somehow shape the debate about brain death.  If a human is nothing more than a lump 

of atoms, what does brain death mean anyway?  And if there is no personhood (since 

some of the neo-atheists ideologically claim the ‘self’ is an illusion caused by the 

biochemistry of the brain) then how can the medical profession use the loss of 

personhood (brain death) as a criterion for determining when a person dies?  Of course 

the issues now being raised by the neo-atheists regarding free will were not part of the 

thinking of scientists in 1968.    We have, however, again come to that same point that 

science cannot be separated from morality, and no real morality can be deduced from 

materialism. 

 

The creation of Adam 
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[Christianity, by the way, doesn't deny that humans are made up of the same stuff as the 

rest of the universe.  Even the literal readers of Genesis 2 see God taking the dirt of the 

earth to form the human being.  Christianity however denies that materialism is all the 

human is.  For Christians with Jews see God breathing life into the human - a non-

material element animates the human.  Humans consist of body (material) and spirit 

(breathe, immaterial) which come together to form the soul (the interface point between 

the material and the spiritual).] 

In his article, Teresi points out the importance of our understanding of what it means to 

be human.  The definition of what a human is or when a human is alive are essential 

questions which cannot be answered by science alone. [As Teresi points out “science” 

did in fact decide – without following the scientific method – that death is defined by 

brain not heart activity.   But now some in the medical professional are questioning both 

the science and the morality of this decision.] The implications of these questions and 

their answers are obviously central to issues of declaring someone dead and harvesting 

organs for transplant.  There are 20 billion reasons why we should be concerned about 

what is happening with these medical decisions.  We come again to the realization that 

the claims of the neo-atheists and adherents of scientism are not abstractions but affect 

if not threaten us all.  For the concept of “brain death” allows scientists to decide when 

to stop a beating heart, or, rather when to disconnect it from its original body/person to 

transplant it to someone new.  The questions raised have ultimate implications for this 

same industry has created the expectation in thousands of critically ill patients that they 

can be helped by a transplant.  The intention is good but the unintended consequence 

might be that some donors are chosen for death so that a recipient can benefit, and a 

$20 billion dollar industry can continue to profit. 

The implications for the unborn and abortion are also there.  

The prolife lobby is trying to get laws passed that recognize 

human life as soon as a beating heart exists.  But there is 

another lobby which is arguing human life exists only if the 

brain above the brain stem is functioning.  The brain dead 

(‘permanently non-functioning brain’) definition says a flat 

EEG confirms death.  I  don’t know at what age of fetal 

development an EEG registers, though some brain activity is 

detected normally between 40-43 days of development.  Brain 

death is defined when a person can’t breath spontaneously.  No wonder many think a 
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fetus cannot be considered human or viable.   The concept of brain death is not going to 

be a resolving issue in the abortion debates.  But because it shapes our thinking of what 

it is to be alive and to be human, it has repercussions on our understanding of these 

issues. 

 

Claims from atheist ideologues that free will does not exist are ultimately not purely 

abstract philosophical debates.  They have real and practical implications for how we 

understand and treat our fellow human beings – the newly conceived in the womb as 

well as the dying-but-not-yet-dead.  To believe that science is somehow a morally 

neutral enterprise is to misunderstand the real life implications of the philosophical 

assumptions which shape scientists and scientism.  While science is not antithetical to 

morality, neither is its application morally neutral.  Remember Einstein’s comment that 

science can only tell us what can be done not what should be done.  The desire to deny 

the existence of free will or consciousness or self is an ideological one, not a scientific 

one.  It is applying materialistic assumptions to non-materialistic ideas.  It is a 

reductionism that debases and dehumanizes people denying the very things (which are 

observable – a key scientific criterion), that make humans unique in the world.  We 

consciously ask and explore questions about existence and free will.  We experience life 

at an non-materialistic level (consciousness, emotional, intellectual, creativity, morality) 

that itself offers proof of the existence of consciousness and free will.  And for believers 

in a Creator, we see the proof around us that something other than the material world 

exists.  Our material existence is inseparable from the non-material existence.  Science 

doesn’t disprove free will but rather shows the limits (and we would say insufficiency) of 

the materialist point of view of scientism. 

 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 

    the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, 

 what is man that you are mindful of him, 

    and the son of man that you care for him? 

 Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings 

    and crowned him with glory and honor. 

You have given him dominion over the works of your hands; 

     you have put all things under his feet, 

 all sheep and oxen, 

    and also the beasts of the field, 



 the birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea, 

    whatever passes along the paths of the seas. 

(Psalm 8:3-8) 

Mind and Man 

Posted on April 28, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

 

When I first began reading reports that science had in fact proven that free will was an 

illusion and not real, I was curious enough to try to research a little more into these 

claims.   I was not at all convinced by what I read that science had disproven free will.  It 

was a claim like that of Samuel Clemens’ death,  which  he later labeled as “greatly 

exaggerated.”  I read two books both written by 

scientists who dismissed the claims:  Michael S. 

Gazzaniga’s  WHO’S IN CHARGE?:  FREE WILL 

AND THE SCIENCE OF THE BRAIN and 

Raymond Tallis’  APING 

MANKIND:NEUROMANIA, DARWINITIS AND 

THE MISREPRESENTATION OF HUMANITY. 

 Both authors present different, but rather 

convincing evidence that free will has hardly been 

disproved by the current discoveries of 

neuroscience.  Gazzaniga takes a position that in 

fact the existence of self and free will are not 

provable by materialistic means in any case since they are more issues of philosophy. 
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 Science has its limits which are to study the material world not to pontificate on issues 

of morality and philosophy.   Tallis, though a self professed atheist and secular 

humanist, takes a much more hard line attitude that the scientific evidence against free 

will is in fact not there.  Those who want to claim free will is nothing but a figment of the 

imagination are practicing bad science as well as bad logic. 

 

So I would like to conclude the blog series which 

began with The Brainless Bible and the Mindless 

Illusion of Self with a quote from the Septuagint. 

 Written perhaps as early as 280BC, the Wisdom 

ofSirach offers us a particular pre-scientific insight 

into what it is to be human.  It is a ancient view 

upheld by Christian theists today.  Even if we allow 

that it is evolution which has shaped the modern 

human, the humans have evolved with particular 

traits (consciousness and free willed) which are 

scientifically observable.  From the believers point of 

view these are traits which God bestowed upon 

humanity; even if by divine fiat, at some point the 

physical characteristics which define the human 

species became part of the natural world and have continued to follow the laws of 

nature.  This is how God designed His creation.  We are composed of genetic material 

like all other living things, and our genetic development continues to unfold according 

to the processes of sexual reproduction. 

 

The Lord created man from the earth 

and returned him to it again. 

He gave them a certain number of days and an appointed time, 

and He gave them authority over it. 

He clothed them in strength like His own 

and made them in His image. 

He put the fear of man upon all flesh 

and gave him dominion over wild animals and birds. 

He gave mankind the ability to deliberate, 

and a tongue, eyes and ears, and a heart to think with. 

He filled them with the skill of comprehension 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/03/22/the-brainless-bible-and-the-mindless-illusion-of-self/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/03/22/the-brainless-bible-and-the-mindless-illusion-of-self/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Septuagint
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05263a.htm


and showed them good and evil. 

He set His eye upon their hearts to show them the majesty of His works. 

They will praise His holy name so as to fully describe the majesty of His works. 

(Sirach 17:1-8) 

 

 

One can easily see the parallelism of the lines as is typical of Hebrew poetry.  But of 

interest to me in this blog series is that ancient wisdom which does recognize humans as 

having a uniqueness about them of all the species in God’s creation.  Rational thought, 

consciousness, free will and conscience all contribute to humans having a certain 

dominance over the other animals.  We all may share the same basic material nature, all 

are taken from the dirt of the ground, but still humans have some qualities which 

distinguish them from all the other animals and allow the humans to domesticate those 

animals which can be domesticated and to successfully compete against those that 

cannot be so domesticated. 

 



What is this difference?  Sirach says it is our ability to deliberate and think, for so God 

has equipped the humans to be able to do these things.  We are able to comprehend 

even abstractions and to communicate our thoughts and ideas however abstract to 

others.  We have a consciousness which enables us to think and act and to create 

recorded shared memories –history.  Consciousness also enables us to create things and 

to use technology to create even more 

complex things.   We have an ability to create 

culture.  All of these things require our free 

participation.  We are not simply the end 

effect of previous causes.  Humans actually 

relate to the physical world and can 

consciously manipulate it, and convey in 

symbols and abstractions to others what we 

are thinking and choosing.  We have become 

part of the force which shapes our own genetic development – we are a consciously 

seeing force which is acting in an otherwise blind material universe. And we certainly 

believe there is more to the universe than meets the eye – we are not blinded by 

materialism.  We understand there are non-material forces active in the world, and 

among these are human thought, creativity, morality, social sharing, emotions as well as 

the forces of culture and society. 

Those neo-atheists who embrace reductionist thinking 

try to dumb down humans to being nothing more than 

chemical processes like all of the rest of the stuff of the 

universe.  Such a description of humans does not fit the 

reality we can experience.  The very fact that the neo-

atheists are creatively producing their arguments 

against free will seems proof enough that free will in 

fact exists.  Otherwise, why do they bother to resist the 

fate they say that determines all activity in the 

universe?   Humans do deliberate.  For believers, this is 

a gift from God to us to enable us to deal with empirical 

creation for our benefit and to the glory of the Creator. 

Previous blog in this series:  Brain Life and Death 

 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/04/26/brain-life-and-death/


 


