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Matter acts always according to its structure.  It can’t do anything other than that which its structure allows.  It can’t be told to do something else. This is called structural determinism, that is, a limited form of determinism which states that the structure of a thing is fundamental to what that thing does. 

The idea of structural determinism could be taken as if everything that happens is a simply the result of a complicated structure, kind of like a complex machine.  It could be heard as if we were proposing a clockwork universe.  This is not so, a clockwork universe would be a predetermined one, with only one possible path that could happen.   

Structural determinism is a premise under which we always operate.  If we did not implicitly accept structural determinism we would never be able to build bridges,  use an antibiotic,  or even feed our children.   We can count on what any structure does, whether it is on a molecular scale, daily life scale, or planetary scale.   Yet we rebel at the notion of structural determinism since it seems to imply a lack of alternatives, of influence, of autonomy.  I too would not like that, nor would I like to regard a bird, or my dog, or the biosphere as machine-like.

Living beings act according to what they are, given the history that has led to the configuration they have as a species and as an individual.   This does not make them victims of that history.  Their configuration, which is a result of their history, is literally the grounds for their possibility.

In a rich substrate, such as the biosphere, very little has to be done precisely in any  particular moment.  Living beings are not perched on a knife edge  so that only one thing at each moment will do.  Living is not tightly prescribed.  A bird can eat this worm, or go fly off and preen.  A cat can stretch and sleep another hour, I can read all night and still do my chores the next day - there are many different things that can happen in any moment all of which suffice.  Living beings have a lot of space to follow their preferences.  Of course the cat will have to eat eventually… but even given this, it can go hunt mice, or birds, and it can do this not according to what is optimum, but according to “whim.”  We have been told that only the fittest survive, but if you stop to think about it you will see that a living being survives as long as it is fit.

 

As the biosphere became more and more complex more and more space for whim arose.  For one thing there are many more adequate paths through a complex multidimensional landscape than a simple one. For another thing, beings can do things that are not adequate in one domain as long as other domains carry their living.  Inadequate, but preferred behaviour can even persist long enough that the form of the being and the form of the environment drift into accord with this behaviour.  In fact this happens often enough to conserve various lineages of whim-based preferences – it happens due to all the structurally determined connections.   Furthermore, as the living space, the niche, begins to conform with any given behaviour, the next generation has an even higher likelihood  of following that sort of whim as this behaviour  is now more readily supported.  Yet more: those variations in form that support the whim-initiated behaviour also begin to be conserved in a matrix of metabolic changes.

What is relevant to allay the concern of a mechanistic explanation is the space for whim, for preference.  There is no singular prescription for what is adequate, and adequacy as a relationship is itself plastic.. What is also relevant  is that as living beings follow a whim, they do so maintaining a connection between their inner domain and the outer domain.  Both domains change according to what happens as one whim or preference or another is followed.  When we look at this change in an individual, we name it learning.  What this means is that learning always follows a path of preferences, even when we human beings complain.  (When we complain about what we do, we are satisfying a preference in some other domain.) 

