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Can there be free agency in nature? Classically, the argument that there cannot has been based
on the belief in determinism, the view that everything that happens reflects the expression of universal and exceptionless laws of nature. The dominant response to this accepts the deterministic
premise, but rejects the conclusion. I am free if my actions follow my own choices. Who acts freely, and when, on this view, is indeed determined by the inexorable laws of nature. This account
is deeply unsatisfactory to many. They feel that their decision-making should make a difference;
and though the compatibilist assures them that it does, she has to admit that this difference was
settled long before she had the impression of having made the decision.
I approach this issue by rejecting the first move. I don’t believe that the world is de-terministic,
or that there is a network of universal laws of nature at all. Rather I think that causal order is a
local, and often hard won condition. What is special about humans is not their ability to evade this
universal network of causal necessity, but their uniquely developed ability to create order and regularity. Organisms generally are, I claim, self-organising processes that have evolved capacities
to impose a degree of order on the generally chaotic surroundings in which they find themselves.
As living systems become more complex, especially through cooperation, the ability to impose
order on the world increases. Human societies represent the ultimate development of this trend.
In this lecture, as well as explaining this general view of the living world, I shall argue that human
autonomy is as much a social as an individual product.
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