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“A STORY THAT IS TOLD AGAIN, AND AGAIN, AND AGAIN”: RECURRENCE, PROVIDENCE, AND FREEDOM
David Kyle Johnson
“All of this has happened before, and all of it will happen again.”
—The Book of Pythia
What if this passage from Colonial scripture is true? The Cylons believe it is, even though they seem to have rejected everything else about human religion.
 Would it have a huge impact on our daily lives if it were true? Would you live your life any differently if you believed you had a “destiny” that had “already been written”? When Helo shows Starbuck the mandala from the Temple of Five and she sees how similar it is to a drawing she’d been making since she was a kid, she’s genuinely freaked out (“Rapture”). Along with other events in her life, such as opening the Tomb of Athena on Kobol and finding the way to Earth, the mandala seems to confirm the Cylon Leoben’s ability to know Starbuck’s future: 

To know the face of God is to know madness. I see the universe. I see the patterns. I see the foreshadowing that precedes every moment of every day. It’s all there. I see it. And you don’t. And I have a surprise for you. I have something to tell you about the future … Are you ready? You’re gonna find Kobol. Birthplace of us all. Kobol will lead you to Earth. 
(“Flesh and Bone”) 

Leoben apparently knows the specifics of Starbuck’s future because her “role” in the story is already written. Later, on New Caprice, he predicts that she’ll hold him in her arms and say she loves him, which she does – although he may not have foreseen what happened next (“Exodus, Part 2”).

Apparent knowledge of the future is also evident in Six’s interactions with Gaius Baltar. In “The Hand of God,” after quoting the above scripture, Six predicts the human-Cylon confrontation on Kobol – “the home of the gods.” Later, while on Kobol, she tells Baltar that he’ll be the guardian of a new human-Cylon hybrid race. In “Colonial Day,” Six seems to know that Baltar’s presence at the Interim Quorum of Twelve will eventually lead to his election as Vice President, which will then lead to a number of other pivotal events.

So does anyone in BSG, or any of us for that matter, have free will? If everything has happened before and will happen again, nothing can happen any other way. If so, it doesn’t seem that anyone is free – how could we be, if everything we do is already decided for us?
 “We Are All Playing Our Parts”
What is “free will”? One “classic” definition involves the Rule of Alternate Possibilities: 
RAP: In order for one to freely perform an action, it must be possible for one to do otherwise, or at least to refrain from performing that action.

A similar principle suggests that moral responsibility for performing an action also requires being able to do otherwise or refrain from doing the action. One might morally blame Six for tricking Baltar into helping her disable the Colonial defense mainframe, thereby enabling the Cylons’ initial attack. But if it were revealed that she was inalterably programmed to do so and thus couldn’t do otherwise, we couldn’t rightfully morally blame her, for she didn’t freely choose to do so.
 
So the question becomes, if RAP is true and the universe is repeating itself, can anyone be free? The answer may depend on why the universe is repeating itself. Some theorists have proposed a three-part explanation for the universe’s supposed repetition. The first part is rooted in the “big bang” theory. All stars and galaxies in the universe are traveling away from each other; and the farther away something is from an object, the faster it’s heading away from that object. Cosmologists have thus hypothesized that all matter in the universe originated from a single point. If the matter of the universe, as it runs forward in time, is expanding outward, then, if we were to run it backward in time, we’d see it contracting into a single point – a “singularity.” The explosion of this singularity would explain the expansion of the universe’s matter and the cosmic microwave background radiation that’s also been observed.
 The second part of this explanation involves a corollary to the big bang theory, which suggests that the universe’s expansion will eventually slow as the gravitational pull of the universe’s matter gradually pulls everything back together into another singularity, which will then explode again.
 


The third part is rooted in the theory of determinism, which holds that the entire universe is regulated by causal laws that govern the interactions of everything in it. Think of a billiard game between Starbuck and Sam Anders – Galactica’s pyramid court having been destroyed in a Cylon raid. Once Starbuck hits the cue ball, the outcome of her break – what the billiard balls will do – is already set because of the laws of physics. In fact, once the cue ball is hit, if Sam had enough information – the ball’s speed and spin, the precise location of the other balls, etc. – he could figure out the path and eventual resting place of every ball. He wouldn’t even have to look! Determinists claim that the universe is like a big billiard table where atoms are the balls and space is the table. The universe is just atoms in motion and every event among those atoms is simply the causal consequence of previous events. And if we knew enough, we could predict the path and resting place of every atom, and thus the entire future of the universe.


How do these theories lead us to a repeating universe? If Starbuck racked and re-racked the balls repeatedly in exactly the same way and broke them each time by hitting the cue ball in exactly the same way, the balls would follow the same path and end in the same spot every time. This would be true of the universe, as well. If it’s a deterministic system that repeatedly expands and contracts, and starts over the same way every time, then the universe’s atoms will follow the same paths over and over. If true, then I’ve already written this chapter and you’ve already read it in previous identical versions of our universe – maybe even a million times!
You may be tempted to think that persons aren’t just physical beings made of atoms and thus not subject to the deterministic causal forces of the universe. Leoben contends just this by invoking Colonial theology: “What is the most basic article of faith? This is not all that we are … I know that I’m more than this body … A part of me swims in the stream. But in truth, I’m standing o​n the shore. The current never takes me downstream” (“Flesh and Bone”). If Leoben is right, even if the universe is continually expanding and contracting, you don’t have to continually repeat your actions. Even though you chose to read this chapter this time around, you may not have last time and may not next time. If you aren’t a physical being, you aren’t governed by the physical laws of the universe. But the problem is, the more we learn about the brain, the more it looks like you are just a physical being. Everything we do—form sentences, feel emotions, draw conclusions, make decisions—seems to merely be the result of neural activity; and neurons are just made of atoms. There are even specific places in the brain where such things occur.
 The brain may be just a very complicated computer: a physical system programmed by the interconnection of its parts – neurons instead of microchips – that’s governed by the laws of physics. Just as you could know how a Cylon will behave by knowing its programming, you could know how a human will behave by knowing her neural configuration.
 
So if the universe is simply one in a number of repeating cycles, then a person can’t do anything except what she’s already done in a previous cycle – and, according to RAP, if a person can’t do otherwise, she’s not free. Upon descending into the maelstrom, Starbuck isn’t “free to become what she really is,” but is causally determined to go into it and return later knowing the way to Earth. The same is true for Starbuck’s decision to fly back to Caprica and retrieve the Arrow of Apollo, Lee’s decision to turn a gun on Colonel Tigh to protect President Roslin, and Tigh’s choice to kill his wife Ellen for collaborating with the Cylons on New Caprica. In every other cycle of the universe, they did these same things, and the repetition of these actions was thus inevitable and not free.
 “God Has a Plan for You, Gaius” 
What if the universe repeats because of something other than its own cyclical nature? What if God (or the Lords of Kobol) has predetermined the universe to turn out a certain way, to tell a specific story? Could freedom be compatible with such theological determinism? The Book of Pythia prophesies that the human survivors will be led to Earth by a “dying leader,” and Baltar seems to play the role of God’s “instrument” as he points, by apparently divine direction, to the exact spot by which the “serpents [Vipers] numbering two and ten” will destroy the Cylon tylium refinery (“The Hand of God”). Both Six and Leoben judge various events as ensuring “God’s plan.” Leoben tells Starbuck,  
…you can’t see that your destiny’s already been written. Each of us plays a role. Each time, a different role. Maybe the last time, I was the interrogator and you were the prisoner. The players change, the story remains the same. And this time … your role is to deliver my soul unto God. Do it for me. It’s your destiny, and mine. 
(“Flesh and Bone”) 
Leoben indicates that the universe’s repetition isn’t as exact as previously suggested – maybe last time you wrote this chapter and I read it. But God never changes the story’s overall plot. God just chooses different persons for different roles.

There are a number of ways that God might control the universe to get the story to come out just right. God might individually force every atom of the universe – including those of our brains and bodies – to move as desired. If the universe is deterministic, God might just set it up in the way needed to get the story going – like an expert billiard player might set up the balls on a table for a trick shot. Perhaps God just implants irresistible beliefs and desires in us, thereby forcing us to behave as appropriate for our role in the cosmic story – consider God “hardening Pharaoh’s heart” (Exodus 7:3) or the need for Judas to fill his role as “betrayer” so that Christ may be crucified (John 13:21-28). Perhaps God does this with Starbuck, implanting in her, as a child, a vision of the Eye of Jupiter that’s reminiscent of the maelstrom into which she must fly, and also giving her a vision of a Cylon Raider to follow into it. It may even be God who appears as Leoben in a vision to calm her fears (“Maelstrom”). But regardless of how it’s done, if God is forcing us to behave in certain ways – even if God selects different roles for us to play each time around – we can’t do anything but what God wills us to do. And if we can’t do otherwise, then we’re not free according to RAP.

“Out of the Box Is Where I Live”
Although there have been many attempts to devise solutions to these problems, they remain genuine dilemmas. Free will, defined by RAP, can’t coexist with determinism or divine predestination. But there are other options, such as rejecting RAP. But then an alternate theory of free will must be offered – and not just one that “works” to solve the problem. It’ll have to jive with our intuitions of what “being free” is all about, and also explain how we can be free in a deterministic or divinely predestined universe.
A common re-definition of free will uses the concept of “agent causation,” which suggests that as long as the cause of an action is you, the agent, then the action is free – even if you couldn’t cause anything else at that moment but that particular action.
 This would explain why Boomer didn’t freely choose to shoot Commander Adama, but Starbuck did freely choose to hit Colonel Tigh during a triad game. With Boomer, it was a latent program that kicked in and caused her hand to shoot Adama, not her – so it wasn’t a free action. But Starbuck has no such excuse. Even though she did it “without really thinking,” the cause of her hand striking Tigh is obviously Starbuck herself. 
But there’s one major problem. A person is the agent cause of an action if and only if the cause-and-effect chain that leads to the action traces back to and ends solely in the agent herself – she must be the action’s ultimate cause. But an agent being the ultimate cause of an action is impossible in either a deterministic or a divinely predetermined universe. In a deterministic universe, the ultimate cause of every action is the big bang. In a divinely predetermined universe, the ultimate cause of every action is God. So the agent causation definition of free will doesn’t resolve our dilemmas. 
Other philosophers have proposed a definition of free will that’s compatible with determinism. They suggest that as long as an action is rooted in an agent’s properly configured psychology – as long as the agent’s action coincides with the agent’s wishes – then the action is free, even if acting on one’s wishes is irresistible and thus one can’t do otherwise.

But consider Tigh, Tyrol, Tory, and Anders’s irresistible desire to follow the strange music that only they can hear (“Crossroads, Part 2”). Clearly, their actions match their irresistible wishes; they desire to follow the music and they do. But they were programmed to do so – “a switch goes off, just like that” – and since their programming isn’t up to them, it seems hard to conclude that their action of following the music is free. It was their programmer’s decision. In a deterministic universe, your actions may match your irresistible wishes, but you have those irresistible wishes because the universe went through a certain causal process beyond your control and gave you those wishes – or because God implanted them.
Compatibilists hold that a person need not have control of her desires in order to be free. Harry Frankfurt – famous for his writings on compatibilism, as well as bullshit – contends, “We are inevitably fashioned and sustained … by circumstances over which we have no control. The causes to which we are subject may also change us radically, without thereby bringing it about that we are not morally responsible agents.”
 Frankfurt suggests that incompatibilists beg the question – assume the truth of what they’re trying to prove – by merely assuming that control of desire is required for free will. But here we’ve reached an impasse. For incompatibilists will do the same thing: claim that Frankfurt begs the question by merely assuming that control is not required for free will. Both sides assert that the burden of proof belongs to their opponent. I’ll let you decide what assumption you find more plausible. 

Others, called “event causation” theorists,
 hold that our actions need merely be the result of non-deterministic processes to be free. Some argue that this happens due to quantum events at the sub-atomic level of the brain’s neurons that are fundamentally unpredictable and uncaused. These quantum events result in macro-level mental states, such as desires and volitions, which in turn issue in actions.
 But even though quantum-level events bring about actions in a non-determined way, they occur randomly and thus aren’t subject to an agent’s control. Suppose a random, uncaused, quantum-level event in the microtubule fibers of a single neuron inside Tyrol’s Cylon brain changed his program to make him want to follow the music he hears. Would this make him free if his behavior is still out of his control?
It doesn’t seem there’s any way out of these dilemmas. If the universe is stuck in a deterministic repeating cycle or is predetermined by God, we can’t do otherwise, aren’t the ultimate cause of our actions, and don’t have any real control over what occurs. No matter what strategy we try, we’re still not free.

“It’s Time to Make Your Choice”
Leoben suggests a repeating story, where the script never changes but, each time around, God changes who plays which role. We’ve seen how there would be no possibility of freedom in such a universe. But what if Leoben is wrong? What if God doesn’t assign roles, but simply offers them and persons can accept or reject them – and, if someone rejects a role, God will find someone else to fulfill it. Baltar seems to play the role of God’s instrument, but only after he devotes himself to that purpose (“Six Degrees of Separation”), and the role is contingent upon his repentance (“33”). And when it comes to “the next generation of God’s children,” it appears that Baltar gets to choose whether to play the role of “protector” (“Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2”).
 
That the Book of Pythia isn’t to be interpreted as literally as Leoben and the Gemenese understand it is suggested by Ron Moore:
MTV: In one episode, audiences saw what seemed to be an American military 
Humvee on Caprica. Now the characters apparently know Bob Dylan’s “All 
Along the Watchtower.” Is this all meant to demonstrate that our two realities 
are closely interwoven? 

Moore: There is an idea in the show that all of this has happened before and all of 
it will happen again. There’s a cycle of time and there’s a sort of larger story 
that is told many times in many ways and that there is a direct connection 
between their reality and our reality. We will get to the reasons why all of 
these things are connected.

Moore gives the impression that the repetition suggested by the Colonial scripture isn’t as exact as we’ve been assuming; the “larger story” is “told many times in many ways” and one of those ways may be how it’s being told in the non-fictional universe right now.
If so, then free will isn’t a lost cause. Many are free to accept or reject their roles. And if they can initially accept the role, but later reject it, pretty much every action is free. Every time Baltar does God’s will, he freely “recommits” himself to playing the role of God’s instrument. Of course, this makes God’s “control” of the universe very loose; if everyone rejected their role, God wouldn’t be able to have the story told. 
This is only one way to interpret events in the BSG story. But if it’s right, there are a number of other conclusions we can draw. Starbuck’s role still seems to be predestined; her future is predicted and “already written” – not only Leoben, but also a human oracle seem to know her exact future (“Maelstrom”). If so, not only is she not free, but perhaps she’s a Cylon and her destiny is evidenced by her programming, not her “role.” And perhaps Six doesn’t know with certainty anything about Baltar’ future, but is just prodding him to accept the role offered to him.
Who knows? The answers may not even lie in BSG’s final episode. But one thing is clear: in a repeating universe – where, quite literally “all of this has happened before, and all of it will happen again” – or in one determined by God or some other force, free will can’t exist. BSG leaves the impression that the universe is like this, and so none of its characters – or us for that matter since Earth is part of the story – is free.
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