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A free-will problem in contemporary sciences
—A view from applied phenomenology

Junichi MURATA

1 The age of application

Today, everyone talks about application in the academic world. Philosophy is no
exception.

For the last few decades, almost every philosopher has tried to discuss issues re-
lated to the application of philosophy and ethics.

In the field of applied ethics, new streams such as bioethics, environmental eth-
ics, information ethics, engineering ethics, and now neuroethics have been intro-
duced consecutively, and have been discussed. Various societies whose titles
include “applied philosophy” have been established and their influence seems to
have developed. Now, even phenomenololgists discuss applied phenomenology.

In this regard, many things can be discussed, but here I would like to point out
two characteristics related to this situation.

First, this tendency reflects a difficult new situation in almost every field of our
life world, which has emerged under the influence of the development of new sci-
ences and technologies.

Take one example from bioethics. The development and use of new life-support
technological systems have engendered a new patient situation called brain death,
and it has become necessary to answer questions as to whether brain death can and
should be regarded as the genuine death of a person and whether it is acceptable
to transplant internal organs from patients in this situation. We cannot find an-
swers to these questions automatically on the basis of traditional philosophical and
ethical views about life, death, and the self. Rather, we must reconsider what life
and death are and what the self is, corresponding to a new concrete situation.

Second, it is misleading to interpret the role of applied ethics as a simple appli-
cation of established ethical principles. Rather, it is an attempt to constitute new
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ethical rules corresponding to a new situation. One could say that in the field of ap-
plied ethics more fundamental problems are dealt with than in the field of pure eth-
ics, because in the field of applied ethics we must deal with concrete, real problems
and commit ourselves to the creative task of finding new principles that are appli-
cable to them. I think the same situation can be found in the wider fields of so-
called applied philosophy, which deal with practical problems.

What about applied phenomenology?

I think the fundamental situation of applied phenomenology is no different.
However, I would like to emphasize one characteristic that is specifically conspicu-
ous in the case of phenomenology.

Phenomenology is not a philosophical theory constituted of definite epistemo-
logical or metaphysical principles or doctrines. What makes phenomenology char-
acteristic is its method or attitude. The well-known method of phenomenological
reduction is a methodological demand to move away from various dogmatic atti-
tudes to a critical attitude, in which various phenomena are described in a way that
criticizes tacitly accepted presuppositions. If we can understand phenomenology in
this way, phenomenology as a methodological principle cannot achieve the purpose
of its task without applying its method to various concrete phenomena, and a pure
or basic phenomenology without application would be meaningless.

Consider the phenomenology of perception. Does it belong to pure or applied
phenomenology?

In the case of Husserl, a phenomenological analysis of perception plays a central
role not only in a thematic sense but also in a methodological sense. Various im-
portant concepts such as adumbration, horizon, kinesthesis, and passive synthesis,
which are found out through the analysis of perceptual experience, play a guiding
role in the analysis of various other experiences.

Think of phenomenological psychology. As is well known, Husserl claims that
the content of phenomenological psychology is no different from that of pure or
transcendental phenomenology. That means pure phenomenology without a con-
crete phenomenological analysis of various experiences is empty.

Of course, we can use the concept of application when we extend the phenome-
nological investigation to a new field, as in the case of the recent development of

phenomenology of nursing. In order to investigate the structures of experiences of
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nurses and patients phenomenologically, we need to use various insights inherited
from previous works of phenomenologists. Various works on the phenomenology
of perception and action, phenomenology of selves and others, or phenomenology
of technology would be very helpful. However, even if we can use the concept of
application in this context, it does not mean there is a finished theory that can be
simply applied to a new field. Rather, we must work creatively from a phenomenol-
ogical perspective and find new structures of experiences that nurses and patients
have in hospitals or various places where care is provided. As this work is related
to the meaning of life and death in contemporary societies, the result of applied
phenomenology in the context of nursing would influence the central core of pure
phenomenology of the life-world and the existence of human beings.

What I have written here is only a short and rough sketch of my understanding
of the meaning of applied phenomenology. I am not sure to what extent it is appro-
priate. In any case, in the following, I would like to deal with the free-will problem,
which is discussed in contemporary psychology and especially in the brain sciences.
As the free-will problem has a central position in phenomenological philosophy, this
task is considered to belong to pure phenomenology. On the other hand, I will
focus on the recent results of various investigations on the free-will problem car-
ried out by psychologists and brain scientists, so it could also be understood as a
task of applied phenomenology.

2 Free will and determinism

(1) The contemporary status of discussions

The philosophical problem of free will and determinism is one of the most popu-
lar but the most complex and difficult problems in the history of philosophy. The
problem took various shapes corresponding to ontological presuppositions that
were dominant in each epoch. However, the problem seemed to be so deeply
rooted in our fundamental conceptual scheme that its difficulty remained as un-
shakable as an impregnable fortress.

Everyone seems to know very well what a free will is. Free will is the capacity
to decide and perform an action freely, which everyone in normal situations seems
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to experience every day. Only on the basis of it can our concepts of responsibility
and ethics be possible. On the other hand, it seems also to be evident that no event
in our world occurs without some cause. In this sense, every event seems to be
causally determined by previous events in some way or other.

Both facts are apparently so natural that we cannot neglect either, and must re-
tain both of them.

Many philosophers today claim that free will and determinism are compatible.
One of the main reasons they propose this is that the meaning of an action that is
causally determined is not the same as that of an action that is brought about under
coercion or is controlled by external factors. As long as actions are performed in
the way the actors want, they are considered to be free.

Against this claim of the compatibilists, the incompatibilists stress that we can ap-
parently fail to be free even when we do what we want: for instance, when others
manipulate our wants. If our decision-making is causally determined by previous
events and there is no possibility of deciding otherwise, our decision-making seems
to be just like that of a person who is hypnotized and controlled by the hypnotist.

Should we deny determinism if we want to retain free will?

This is not so simple. If our will exists without any cause, it is just an event that
happens without any consistent relation with previous events and occurs only by
chance. Perhaps it would be the result of a quantum jump or other undetermined
events in our brains. In any case, it is difficult to regard such an accidental event
as free will or free decision-making, to which the concept of responsibility is appli-
cable. At this point, incompatibilists must deal with another compatibility problem,
i.e., the problem of how to make the compatibility between free will and
indeterminism understandable. Different varieties of incompatibilists part ways at
this point. Some incompatibilists who deny this compatibility and defend determin-
ism hold that there is no free will in this world. They are called hard determinists.
Others deny determinism and still claim that they can retain the possibility of free
will in some way or other. There are a number of versions of this position held by
libertarians. In the main they claim that there is a possibility of realizing an autono-
mous, self-determining process that is characterized, for example, by the concept
of agent causation or self-forming action.

In this way, various answers to the problem have been proposed, and discussions
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have become more and more complex. However, no way out of the difficulties can
be seen.

(2) A possible response from a phenomenological perspective

Now, what kind of answer do we have from a phenomenological perspective?

Can phenomenology contribute to solving or dissolving this traditional meta-
physical problem?

If there should be a phenomenological answer to this problem, is it a
compatibilist or incompatibilist version?

I think a typical answer would be the following:

Phenomenologists need not respond to this kind of question directly because the
traditionally discussed questions concerning free will are meaningful only on the
presupposition of a certain ontology or metaphysics. In particular, since the begin-
ning of the modern era, the Cartesian dualism of mind and body has dominated our
conceptual scheme in an apparent or hidden way.

If we can take this presupposition into epoche and go back to and focus on the
field of our experience itself, we will have a more appropriate concept of freedom
and determinism, and the sharp contradiction between them would be dissolved.

Merleau-Ponty, for example, proposes in the final part of his Phenomenology of
Perception the concept of “freedom within a field” (Merleau-Ponty 1962. 438f./500).
The situation, from which and into which we act, is a field that is open to our vari-
ous actions but that at the same time limits, motivates, and orients our actions in
some possible direction. Without such a motivating situation, we cannot choose
one definite action from among various possibilities and can never begin an action
at all.

“What then is freedom? To be born is both to be born of the world and to be
born into the world. The world is already constituted, but also is never completely
constituted; in the first case we are acted upon, in the second case we are open to
an infinite number of possibilities. But, this analysis is still abstract, for we exist
in both ways at once. There is, therefore, never determinism and never absolute
choice. I am never a thing and never a bare consciousness.” (Merleau-Ponty
1962/1945, 453/371)
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If we can confirm this phenomenological characterization of freedom, according
to which freedom is to be considered to be embodied, situated, and ambiguous, we
can clarify how abstract the traditional problem setting of free will is, and it could
give us a possible way out of the dilemma or antinomy between freedom and deter-
minism.

Before Merleau Ponty, Husserl also tried to explicate this dual character of our
freedom. Especially in his Ideen II, he proposed an interesting view of it.

On the one hand, Husserl confirms the autonomous character of free will in the

traditional sense, which plays an important role in the “personalistic” attitude.

“Therefore the autonomy of reason, the “freedom” of the personal subject, con-
sists in the fact that I do not yield passively to the influence of others but instead
decide for myself. Or again, it consists in this, that I do not let myself be “drawn”
by any other inclinations and drives but instead act freely and do so in the mode of
reason.” (Husserl 1989/1952, 282/269)

On the other hand, he emphasizes that this higher “spiritual” (geistig) level of
freedom does not function independently of lower “physical” level of freedom
(physisches “Ich kann”). The physical level of freedom is the freedom to move and
control our own bodies freely. This physical freedom constitutes “a permanent
normal substratum” for the spiritual freedom (Husserl 1989/1952, 266/254). This
physical level of freedom is also called a natural side of the spirit. In this sense,
Husserl finds a natural aspect in the spiritual or personal being that can act freely
and autonomously in the mode of reason, but at the same time he finds an aspect
of freedom in the natural or physical being that has the capability of moving and
controlling its body.

“Spirit is certainly not an abstract Ego of position-taking acts, but it is I, the full
person, the Ego as a human being, the I of the I take a position, the I think, I evalu-
ate, I act, I accomplish works, etc. To me pertains then a basis (Untergrund) of
lived experiences and a basis of passive nature (“my nature”) manifesting itself in
the tumult of lived experiences (in dem Getriebe der Erlebnisse). This passive na-
ture is the psychic in the sense of physiological natural psychology, but it even
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reaches into the sphere of position-takings themselves, and even these have a
natural side and enter into disposition.” (Husserl 1989/1952, 397/388)

From this perspective, mind and body, or, freedom and determinism are not sim-
ply opposed, but are intertwined with each other. If this perspective is possible,
the problem of freedom and determinism must be radically transformed.

The question now concerns not whether both factors are compatible or not, but
rather how both factors are related. Freedom and determinism, or, free will and
bodily activity are not conflicting factors, but rather are factors that cooperate in a
concrete realization process of various actions. To describe this concrete process
and clarify the relations among various factors is the essential work of phenomenol-
ogy, or the essential work of applied phenomenology. In this sense, the phenome-
nological answer to the free-will problem is not the end of the discussion, but
rather is the beginning of the work. Phenomenology is a working philosophy
(Arbeitsphilosophie).

In order to see the characteristics of this phenomenological work, in the next
section, I would like to take up recent discussions concerning the free-will problem
in contemporary neurosciences and philosophy of mind, and see how phenomenol-
ogy can respond and contribute.

3 Phenomenology and brain sciences

(1) Challenges from contemporary brain sciences

The philosophy of mind has always developed along with the development of sci-
ences related to the mind, such as psychology, physiology, and biology. Especially
since the 1990s, neuroscience or brain science has developed rapidly and has
greatly influenced discussions on the philosophy of mind. On the basis of the re-
sults of various animal experiments, development of imaging technologies, and in-
vestigations of patients who have suffered from brain damage, the brain sciences
have gradually clarified the cognitive role of each part of the brain. The brain is
now considered to be a model of the mind. Through this process, there have been
various interesting results and the traditional way of understanding the mind and
consciousness has been questioned in many ways.

Given this situation, many people claim that recent results of studies in the brain
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sciences demonstrate how greatly the cognitive lives of human beings are influ-
enced by unconscious dimensions, and therefore that a phenomenological descrip-
tion from a first-person point of view has only limited validity.

In the famous case of blindsight patients, for example, the subjects can find the
correct answer visually if they are forced to discriminate between stimuli although
they maintain they cannot see the stimuli but can only guess them. That means
they seem to be able to see from a third person perspective, but they do not seem
to be able to see from a first person perspective. If some type of vision is possible
without consciousness, as in the case of blind sight, the phenomenology of vision,
which can cover only conscious vision from a first-person perspective, seems to
have only limited scope.

Brain scientists, such as Milner and Goodale, showed that there are two inde-
pendent pathways in the brain, which correspond to two different visual functions.
One is the function of vision for perceptual cognition, and the other is the function
of vision for action. On the basis of this theory, Milner and Goodale explained that
there are cases of brain-damaged patients who can see an object but cannot act on
it (optic ataxia) or who can act on an object but cannot see it (visual agnosia).

According to our common-sense understanding of the relation between vision
and action, we naturally think that we can control an action appropriately only on
the basis of conscious vision. However, if the dual visual system theory is correct,
we cannot simply consider our commonsense understanding. The phenomenologi-
cal descriptions based on conscious experience of vision and action seem to have
only limited validity.

As for the concept of free will, D. Wegner conceives an interesting experimental
setting, in which “the illusion of conscious will” can be demonstrated. In the ex-
periments conceived by Wegner, it can be shown that people feel they are willing
an act that they in fact are not doing, or they feel they are not willing an act that
they indeed are doing.

The well-known example of table-turning can be interpreted as the second case.
In this case, people sit around a table, each with his or her hands flat on its surface.
While the people believe the table begins to turn on its own, they actually move it.
On the other hand, Wegner fabricated an experiment, the I Spy experiment, in
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which two people sit in front of a computer screen and cooperate to move a pointer
on a screen. According to Wegner, people would feel they had moved a pointer on
a computer screen if they simply thought about where the pointer would go on a
screen just in advance of its movement, even though the movement in fact is pro-
duced by the other person (Wegner 2002, 74). “People experience conscious will
when they interpret their own thought as the cause of their action” (Wegner 2002,
64).

(2) Is there a phenomenological illusion?

These examples seem to demonstrate impressively that a phenomenological de-
scription on the basis of a first-person perspective has very limited validity. Many
philosophers believe these results falsify the traditional phenomenological view of
experience. Some stress the requirement of hetero-phenomenology instead of
auto-phenomenology (Dennett 1993), and others indicate that a phenomenological
description is nothing but a phenomenological illusion (Searle 2005).

However, we have already seen how biased this kind of criticism of phenomenol-
ogy is. Phenomenology, at least phenomenology in the sense of Husserl or
Merleau-Ponty, does not restrict its themes to a field that can only be consciously
available in the first-person perspective. According to Husserl, I as a person con-
sist of a spiritual side and natural side, and both sides cannot be separated. In nor-
mal cases both sides function in an integrated way, but we sometimes experience
discrepancies between them. For example in the case of slips or so-called cases of
weakness of will, I sometimes do things other than what I decide to do. “Prior to
the will with its active thesis of “fiat” lies action as an instinctive action, e.g., the
involuntary “I move,” the involuntary “I reach” for my cigar” (Husserl 1980/1952,
270/258).

Merleau-Ponty also stresses that my free decision-making, however lonely it
seems to be, cannot be realized without any motivation, and that it is possible only
on the basis of my history, which is formed in relation to other people, is
sedimented to my tacit dimension, and forms the background of each action. “Far
from its being the case that my freedom is always unattended, it is never without
an accomplice, and its power of perpetually tearing itself away finds its fulcrum in
my universal commitment in the world” (Merleau-Ponty 1962/1945, 452/516).
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Surely we cannot thematize and clarify the natural side of a personal being or the
universal commitment of our freedom when we remain in the first-person perspec-
tive in the narrow sense of the term. To thematize and clarify them, various inves-
tigations in the sciences, especially psychology and brain sciences are helpful.
However, this does not mean that the empirical sciences are almighty and phe-
nomenology is incompetent.

First, the results of empirical sciences always have an ecological limitation, as
they can be obtained only in certain experimental settings. We cannot uncondition-
ally extend the scope of the results obtained in laboratories to everyday situations.
Second, the results of the investigations are always understandable only through
various interpretative activities, but the interpretations of scientists are sometimes
biased by traditional conceptual schemes and tacitly oriented in a certain direction.
Especially when it comes to the mind-body-problem and problem of free will, we
must be very careful. It is exactly at this point that phenomenology can be helpful
in bringing these tacit presuppositions to light and opening an alternative interpre-
tation.

If we start from this phenomenological perspective, various results brought about
by the brain sciences are considered to be far from falsifying this perspective.
Rather, they offer concrete data to fill empty spaces in the conceptual scheme of
the embodied freedom in the world and make it more persuasive.

Now, let us begin to take up and examine one of very popular results of recent

brain sciences, i.e., the experiment of Benjamin Libet.
4 Libet’s experiment from a phenomenological perspective

(1) Libet’s experiment

What makes Libet’s experiment intriguing is its originality and his interpretation
of the results (Libet 2004, 124ff.).

Before Libet’s experiment, Kornhuber and Deecke found that a recordable elec-
trical change in brain activity regularly and specifically preceded a voluntary act.
The voluntary act that subjects were asked to perform was a sudden bending or
flexion of the wrist or fingers. The electrical change, which is called the readiness
potential (RP), started about 800 msec or more before a subject performed an appar-
ently voluntary act. The RP produced in each voluntary act was measured with



scalp electrodes overlying the motor area of the cortex.

While Kornhuber and Deecke did not consider the question of when the con-
scious will to act appeared, Libet tried to identify exactly when the conscious will
appeared. In order to accomplish this task, he used a large clock, around which a
spot of light moves so rapidly that a subject can report fractions of a second.

The subject was seated before this clock and asked to perform a freely voluntary
act, a simple but sudden flexion of the wrist at any time he felt like doing so. He
was asked not to preplan when to act. He was also asked to associate his first
awareness of his intention (or wish or urge) to move with the clock position of the
revolving light spot. Only after having finished trial, was he asked to report the
clock’s time. This method hopefully excludes the possibility that other factors
would disturb identifying the exact time of conscious will.

Now the result was as follows:

“What we found, in short, was that the brain exhibited an initiating process, be-
ginning 550 msec before the freely voluntary act; but awareness of the conscious
will to perform the act appeared only 150-200 msec (reported time W) before the
act. The voluntary process is therefore initiated unconsciously, some 400 msec be-
fore the subject becomes aware of her will or intention to perform the act.” (Libet
2004, 123f.)

Libet’s results of the experiment:

—1000~800 msec RP1 onset (when the act was prepared)

!

—550 msec RP2 onset (when the act was initiated spontaneously)
l

—200 msec time W
l

0 msec muscle begins to move

(Libet finds independent evidence of a slight error in the subjects’ recall of the
times at which they become aware of sensations. Correcting for it, time W is — 150

msec.)
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Why is this result so problematical? One scientist characterizes the paper in
which this result was presented as “one of the most philosophically challenging pa-
pers in modern scientific psychology” (Haggard et al. 1999, 291). Why is this re-
sult so impressive?

Libet’s answer would be as follows:

“What does this mean? First, the process leading to a voluntary act is initiated
by the brain unconsciously, well before the conscious will to act appears. That im-
plies that free will, if it exists, would not initiate a voluntary act” (Libet 2004, 136).

Free will, if it exists, would not initiate a voluntary act. This is above all what
Libet wanted to emphasize.

If the action is initiated by brain activity and not by free will, our common-sense
belief that we consciously and freely initiate our bodily movements does not seem
to reflect reality, and we cannot but think that our free will is only an
epiphenomenon. If this is the case, the phenomenological description of free will
and action on the basis of our conscious experience seems to be only a phenome-
nological illusion.

Libet himself does not think the experimental result denies the possibility of free
will, as he thinks that there is still a short time, around 200 (150) msec between
consciousness of the initiation of the movement and realization of the movement.
During this time a subject is able to block or “veto” the process. That means, “the
conscious will could decide” either to allow the volitional process to go to comple-
tion or veto it (Libet 2004, 138).

How should we react to Libet’s interpretation of his experiment?

Must we admit that this kind of experiment demonstrates that a phenomenologi-
cal description is nothing but an illusion?

If not, what is it that we can learn from Libet’s experiment?

In order to draw a meaningful moral from Libet’s experiment, I would like to
point out several problematical points with the help of critical responses made by
various philosophers and scientists.

(2) Problems and lessons of Libet’s experiment
What makes Libet’s experiment intriguing is, as I have indicated, the ingenious



technique by which Libet tried to identify exactly when a free decision occurs.
However, because of this ingenious technique, the setting of the experiment im-
plies a fundamental deficit.

First, in order to prevent previous factors from influencing the decision to move,
a subject is required not to preplan when to move but to wait until the intention
(wish or urge) appears spontaneously. This is, however, a very paradoxical situa-
tion. As the subject is instructed how to act during the experiment before the ex-
periment begins, the subject is already in a definite attitude, i.e., the subject must
be prepared to act spontaneously (without any preparation) when the experiment
starts.

Second, a report the subject is required to make is interpreted as a report of a
perceived decision, intention, wish, or urge. However, these concepts (decision,
intention, wish, or urge), which are considered to correspond to the occurrence of
a free will, are ambiguous. For example, an urge to move cannot be identified sim-
ply with a decision. If we differentiate these concepts, especially between urge and
decision, the result of the experiment could be interpreted in a different way.

For example, we could interpret it in the following way: At the time of the onset
of RP, an urge to move begins to appear and develops gradually, and at the time of
W, the urge changes to an intention or decision to move, consequently the process
of movement begins. Perhaps, Libet would respond to this criticism, maintaining
that just because he wanted to deny this possible interpretation he asked a subject
to report the time exactly when he becomes aware of the intention to move.
However, there is still the possibility of thinking that an urge in its initial phase is
so subtle that a subject cannot clearly identify it. Or, there is also a possibility that
a subject cannot clearly differentiate between urge and intention. Perhaps, the
time scale in the experiment is so short that a subject does not know how to ex-
press his experience of the process.

Third, the second point brings us to the most important point related to this ex-
periment. Libet seems to suppose that decision-making can happen at an instant
that has no time width. However, in our normal everyday situations, in which we
decide to do various things, it is natural that the process of decision-making takes
time.

Let us think of an example in which we have suddenly a will (or wish) to have
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lunch while concentrating on some work. Even if the will appears suddenly, it is
natural to think that various things occurred consciously or unconsciously before
the occurrence of this will. Perhaps, long before the appearance of this will, a feel-
ing or urge of hunger began. This self-forming process of the will is not a clearly
conscious process of deliberation, but it is still an indispensable process for the ap-
pearance of the will. If we see the experimental process from this point of view,
we can interpret the whole process of brain activity, beginning from the onset of RP
to the actual movement of the body as the process of decision-making.

D. Dennett expresses this possible interpretation in the following way. “What
Libet discovered was not that consciousness lags ominously behind unconscious
decision, but that conscious decision-making takes time” (Dennett 2003, 239).

If we can interpret Libet’s experiment in this way, we can find in it a good dem-
onstration of freedom within a field. Only on the basis of a prior commitment to a
certain situation does freedom become possible. As Merleau-Ponty indicated, each
instant is not “a closed world” and “the idea of an initial choice involves a cont-
radiction” (Merleau-Ponty 1962/1945, 437/499;438/500).

Fourth, this point relates to another important point. From the citations of Libet,
you have perhaps already noticed that he sometimes uses expressions such as “a
brain unconsciously begins the volitional process” or “the conscious will could de-
cide to ...... ” and so on. These expressions are, if we understand them strictly, to
be regarded as a kind of category mistake. Neither brain nor free will decide or
begin the action. “We” or “you” decide or begin the volitional process.

This point is also related to the view that with regard to the concept of intention
we must differentiate between at least two different levels. Various philosophers
have indicated it: for example, the differentiation between prior intention and inten-
tion in action (Searle 1983) or between proximal intention and distal intention
(Mele 2006). If we use Husserl’s concept, this difference corresponds roughly to
the difference between freedom at the spiritual level and freedom at the physical
level.

When do we have a clear feeling of free will in our normal situation? I think it
is when we experience a relatively long process of deliberating various options of
possible actions, choosing one option carefully from among them and then reaching
a decision. In this case, we experience the formation of a prior intention, i.e., the



process of forming an intention before executing the process of a bodily action. On
the other hand, when an action begins, it is rare that we need to deliberate and
choose options from among various behaviors and bodily movements. As long as
no specific difficulties appear and as long as we have acquired a skilful capability
with our own body to some extent, it is better not to be conscious too much of how
we move our body. With regard to the case of a professional tennis player, Libet
himself stresses this point in the following way: “Professional sports players will
tell you that you are “dead” if you consciously think about your moves” (Libet
2004, 136).

This is one of our common-sense phenomenology. In this sense, when it comes
to an intention in action or a proximal intention, a conscious will does not have a
great role in accomplishing skilful actions, and a rather tacit or unconscious
“intention” could play an important role.

On the grounds of this distinction, S. Gallagher concludes as follows: “These
(Libetarian) experiments, however, and more generally the broader discussions of
motor control, have nothing to tell us about free will per se” (Gallagher 2006, 116).

According to Gallagher, “the question of free will is not about bodily movement
but about intentional action” (Gallagher 2006, 118). We can meaningfully talk about
intentional action only at the level of conscious reflexive deliberating activity,
which constitutes the context of intentional action and in which various (uncon-
scious) bodily behaviors are embedded. I think Gallagher’s claim sounds too one-
sided if we understand it strictly.

As we have already seen in Husserl’s view of freedom, the capability of realizing
and controlling the movements of one’s own body is a basic condition for every kind
of free will. Free will without the capacity of motor control is an empty concept.
In spite of this necessary restriction, the importance of differentiating two different
levels of intentions, which Gallagher indicates, remains.

As you see, these critical responses are related to the central core of Libet’s
view of the experiment, according to which two factors such as free will and brain
activity or consciousness and unconsciousness can be strictly and essentially differ-
entiated. This dualistic view is clearly an inheritance of a Cartesian dualism, in
which mind and body are exclusively distinguished, and in which the time order of
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events is also strictly determined. In the case of a voluntary action, the mental
event of free will occurs first, and then bodily events follow.

Against this view, if our critical interpretation is correct, Libet’s experiment
shows that a realization process of free will takes time and is located in a certain
situation, in which various factors including unconscious brain activities, instruc-
tions of an experimenter, and experimental settings and so on are included. Not
only with regard to time but also to space, free will must be interpreted as being
extensive and distributed. If we cite Dennett again, “We can see it (a free will) as
a phenomenon distributed in space and time as well” (Dennett 2008, 255).

5 Provisional conclusions

Where is free will? Where is free will realized? Is it localized at a location in the
mind or brain? No. Free will is realized just where we experience it, i.e., in the
process and the situation, in which and through which an action is realized. This
is, I think, the most important lesson we must learn from Libet’s experiment.

If we can interpret Libet’s experiment in this way, it is an example that is far
from falsifying the phenomenological perspective, but rather it supports a phenome-
nological concept of freedom, i.e. an embodied freedom in the world. In this sense,
empirical results, if we interpret them appropriately, can help us to fill empty parts
of the picture of the phenomenological concept of an embodied freedom in a con-
crete way.

As a phenomenological investigation of freedom can cooperate with various sci-
ences including the brain sciences, the brain sciences do not indicate any limits of
phenomenology, but rather help to broaden its possible scope.
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