
 

‘Cutting to the Heart of Free Will and 
Human Nature’ 
An interview with Jeffrey Schall, Neurophysiologist, York University 
Scientific Director, Neurophysiology Centre, Vision: Science to Applications 
(VISTA) 
 
 

Our research program is interested in how the brain makes decisions and 
guides actions, so we present our subjects with choices. Those choices 
transpire through time, and sometimes moving too quickly leads to an error. 
You feel the sense of 'oops' and we want to understand where in the brain 
that feeling of 'oops' comes from, and how next having made that mistake 
you correct actions in the future.  

We investigate that using eye movements in the visual system because it's 
such a solid platform. We know more about the visual system in the eye than 
any other system. I've been fortunate to navigate an intersection between 
neuroscience and psychology. broadly speaking. So there are problems that 
psychologists have articulated that they can't answer because they don't have 
access to the brain. There are questions that neuroscientists have developed 
that have no psychological implementation yet because they don't know how 
it works. And so finding the places where that intersection comes together 
and a bridge can be built creates real opportunities for synergy, 
breakthrough, and useful implementation. 

What is the future promise of your research? 

The questions we are interested in cut to the heart of free will and human 
nature. If all we do is neurons discharging and muscles contracting, where's  
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free will? And this has relevance for example in law and neuroscience, a new 
interdisciplinary area that I've been deeply involved in as well.  

Another collaboration involves work with clinical colleagues. So some of the 
tasks that we use, individuals with schizophrenia, for example, are impaired 
in their ability to do the task. So we want to understand the nature of the 
impairment so that we can deduce where in the brain and what circuits might 
be at fault. You can't fix it if you don't know how it works. 
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