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Biology Lesson Five: Do we have free will?


Aim

For students to consider whether humans have free will or whether all our actions and thoughts are determined.


Suggested content (to be adapted as appropriate for the specific learners/class being taught)

Get the students in class to watch https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iSfXdNIolQA. It’s quite advanced but very clear in its account of some of the important issues to do with whether or not we have free will. After students have watched this, you might want to ensure the students appreciate the central ideas in the video. They should not worry if they can’t follow every part of the argument.

Now get students, probably in pairs of small groups:

1. To produce a short definition of what is meant by free will.
2. To list one or more arguments in favour of the existence of free will.
3. To list one or more arguments against the existence of free will.

Show the students the official trailer for the film The Truman Show https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c3gI9ms8Fdc (3 min) or, if you have more time, show them https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=frXlYeflkt4 (22 min) instead as it makes the points much more clearly; you can stop the video after 9 min 30 s if time so requires. The issues raised by The Truman Show are similar to those raised in the The Matrix. In both cases the films raise issues to do with the extent to which humans have free will. 

Get students to think about how we know, or whether we know, that the world in which we live is ‘real’ and not just a computer programme, film or game. Get them to think about what the implications of being in such an ‘unreal’ world would be for our free will.

Finally, students should think about whether what they have learnt at school about genetics, hormones and the nervous system is compatible with free will or not.
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