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gy or neuroscience. Conversely, the conclusions neuroscientists, psychologists and researchers from the empirical social sciences

According to our commonsensical, manifest
image of the world, human beings are freely deliberating conscious agents that behave the way they do because they have the
beliefs and desires they have. The possibility that the feelings of volition and agency
that accompany our behavior may be illusory and our beliefs and desires only ineective epiphenomena of the brain processes that
actually cause our behavior sounds preposterous, to say the least. And yet, scientists
have long cast doubt on the assumption that
we are the autonomous authors of our behavior that know what they do and why they
do what they do.
Back in the late nineteenth century already, Thomas Huxley (1874) famously argued
that we are conscious automata, comparing
consciousness to the steam-whistle which
accompanies the work of a locomotive engine but has no causal inuence upon it.
In the 1980s Benjamin Libet and colleagues discovered that simple motor actions
are preceded by a readiness potential in the
brain which occurs roughly 350 milliseconds

before the subject in question becomes conscious of the 'urge' to act, showing that what
appears to be a free action, consciously initiated by the subject, is in fact fully determined by prior unconscious brain processes
(Libet 1985). More recently, Harvard psychologist Daniel Wegner has argued that the
feeling of 'conscious will' that usually accompanies our actions can be present even
in cases where the subject does not perform

draw from their evidence often seem premature from a philosophical point of view. For
that reason, Does Consciousness Cause Be-

havior? is an interesting and important addition to the ever growing bulk of literature
on consciousness and brain research. According to the editors' introduction, the book
springs from a desire to examine, place in
context, and discuss the implications for society of those lines of evidence (p. 1), and
indeed it oers both, a philosophically informed and detailed but for the non-specialist
still fairly approachable discussion of the relevant neuroscience, and a range of original and highly interesting philosophical perspectives on its consequences for issues like
free will, mental causation, agency, or selfconsciousness.

Does Consciousness Cause Behavior? is
divided into three parts  'Neuroscience,'
'Philosophy,' and 'Law and Public Policy' 
and brings together sixteen essays (including one reprint), by biologists, cognitive
scientists, neuroscientists, law scholars, philosophers, and psychologists.
Part one primarily deals with the exact temporal order of and the interrelations between the neurophysiological correlates of conscious acts of intention on the
one and the initiation and control of the
corresponding actions on the other hand.
In line with Libet's original results, Susan Pockett argues that in the case of simple motor actions conscious volitions arise only after the neural processes eventual-
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suggest in their contribution, is also used
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case of complex decisions and long-term in-
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200 milliseconds for consciousness to 'veto'

tary motor area) and the actions ensuing

the execution of the action. This 'veto ac-

from them (usually initiated somewhere in

count' of free will, however, turned out to
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be problematic for various reasons. First, a
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conclude from Libet's experiments that the

Lau cite new experimental evidence which

latter, too, are initiated unconsciously by

suggests that the demand to attend may

the brain. Unless these experiments can be

bias the temporal judgments to be too ear-

extended to complex actions, and Pockett's
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A more philosophical discussion of Libet's

experiments can be found in part two, where
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Alfred Mele questions the assumption that

Wegner to the extent that the assumption
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draw attention to a very important point
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convincingly that there is nothing in Libet's
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the kind of control over our actions that ma-

tion according to which the onset of the rea-
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followed later, at time W, by the conscious
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a fact) that determinism is compatible with
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actions solves the problem of free will only
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addressed in part two is what exactly co-
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cognitive science seem to show that many
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Here, I think, lies the real threat for our

quantum indeterminacies, but he points out
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nard Kaplan from the University of Wiscon-

to show that it is always illusory. Yet, how

sin's Law School argues that neuroscience
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The undoubtedly most interesting contri-
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bution to part three is Susan Hurley's paper,

magnetic stimulation. Experimental Brain

although it has little to do with the topic of

Research 127, 102-107.

the book. Having reviewed compelling evi-

Huxley, T.H. (1874). On the hypothesis

dence for the claim that viewing media vio-

that animals are automata, and its history.

lence leads to an increased tendency towards

Fortnightly Review 22, 555-580.

aggressive behavior, Hurley argues that the-

Libet, B. (1985). Unconscious cerebral

re is a strong human predisposition to imi-

initiative

tate novel actions observed in others (even
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means of obtaining a goal), that imitation is
a largely unconscious process, and that an
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Wegner, D. (2002). The Illusion of Cons-

cious Will. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

increased tendency towards aggression af-

Wilson, T. (2004). Strangers to Oursel-

ter exposure to media violence is the conse-

ves: Discovering the Adaptive Unconscious.

quence of imitation. Viewing media violence

New York: Belknap.

therefore not only causes an increased tendency towards violent behavior, it does so
unconsciously, bypassing autonomous deliberative processes. From this, Hurley concludes that media violence should not be
tolerated and that it cannot even be supported by an appeal to the principle of the
freedom of speech.

Does Consciousness Cause Behavior? is
an interesting and valuable book for philosophers not blessed with an adequate training in empirical sciences, and the papers in
part two on philosophy are original, highly
stimulating and relevant even to experts in
the eld. For those familiar with the neurophysiology and not primarily interested in
its philosophical implications, there will not
be much news, I suspect, since the contributions to part one, although informative
for colleagues from neighboring elds, hardly contain any cutting edge news for insiders and sometimes simply seem to summarize previously published material. And the
majority of those interested in the question
whether consciousness causes behavior will
denitely be able to live without the part
on law and public policy  although I highly recommend Hurley's paper to anyone.
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