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The Existential Question of Free Will: How Does the
Compatibilist Integration Framework Reconcile the
Viewpoints of Daniel C. Dennett and Sam Harris?

In light of Daniel C. Dennett and Sam Harris’s divergent perspectives, this
article examines the ongoing philosophical controversy around free will.
Renowned compatibilist Dennett contends that determinism and free will can
coexist because of evolutionary biology. Harris, a determinist neuroscientist,
challenges the idea of free will by claiming that psychological and
neurological processes control human behavior in its entirety. This research
article offers a comprehensive examination of their claims, shedding light on
the intricacies of free will in their discourse. It seeks to expand knowledge of
this philosophical conundrum and its consequences for ethics, accountability,
and the human condition. The idea of a compatibilist integration framework,
which attempts to balance Dennett’s compatibilism and Harris’s determinism,
lies at the heart of this investigation. This framework preserves the important
elements of moral responsibility and choice while also recognizing the
deterministic foundations of human behavior, synthesizing their points of
view. The framework unites evolutionary principles with neuroscientific
results to reconcile these seemingly disparate perspectives, enhancing the
discussion of free will and providing fresh directions for philosophical
investigation.

Keywords: Free Will, Personal Responsibility, Morality, Compatibilist,
Evolution, Neurobiology

Introduction

The debate over fiee will'! and determinism remains central across
psychology, neurology, and philosophy (Kane, 2002a). Key perspectives include
indeterminism, which suggests that randomness influences human actions
(Clarke, 2021); determinism, which argues that free will is an illusion governed
by natural laws and prior causes (Hoefer, 2023); and compatibilism, which
proposes that free will and determinism can coexist (McKenna & Coates, 2021).
This ongoing discourse has gained prominence in recent decades, highlighting
its significance in moral theory, human agency, and legal responsibility.
Biological and neurological research underscores how brain processes shape
behavior, influencing discussions in ethics and criminal justice (Libet, 1985).
Ultimately, the free will debate reflects a complex interplay of perspectives with
far-reaching implications across psychology, law, ethics, and beyond (Kane,
2002a). Scholars from a variety of backgrounds continue to be inspired to engage

“Free will” refers to the philosophical idea that people can make decisions not exclusively
influenced by outside forces like heredity, environment, or prior experiences. It includes the
notion that people are capable of deliberating, choosing their paths, and acting without the
interference of deterministic forces.
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in serious inquiry and intellectual engagement as long as the discussion lasts.
The opposing views of Daniel C. Dennett and Sam Harris are major points of
contention in the well-established debate over free will.

Renowned compatibilist Daniel C. Dennett proposed that free will and
determinism can coexist harmoniously by leveraging the natural processes that
have shaped human behavior over evolutionary time. Dennett provides an
original viewpoint that clarifies the essence of free will in a framework informed
by science by fusing ideas from evolutionary theory with compatibilism, which
holds that free will can coexist with determinism. In an attempt to reconcile free
will with a deterministic reality, Dennett contends that determinism does not
diminish free will but rather grows out of it. According to Dennett, the
evolutionary process has given humans the cognitive abilities needed for
judgment even in a deterministic cosmos (Dennett, 2003). Furthermore, the
traditional incompatibilist position that determinism inherently precludes free
will is undermined by this compatibilistic approach, which offers fresh
perspectives on the compatibility of free will and determinism. Furthermore, the
way that natural selection affects human behavior and judgment is heavily
emphasized in Dennett’s evolutionary approach. Additionally, he contends that
as organisms evolve, they develop progressively more complex cognitive
abilities, such as consciousness and deliberateness, which form the foundation
of free will (Dennett, 2003). As a result of pressures from natural selection,
Dennett noted, advantageous features such as free will have evolved. Thus, this
evolutionary structure offers a biological framework for comprehending the
significance and genesis of free will. Furthermore, Dennett proclaims that
indeterminacy can coexist with people’s ability to make decisions since it
provides them with more possibilities, in line with Dennett’s two-stage view of
free will.? The agent shall next use determination to select the optimal course of
action from among the possibilities offered (Dennett, 1978). Despite this
uncertainty, a randomness component is added, which, in Dennett’s view, does
not render free will impossible but rather increases its complexity. This
perspective expands on the conventional understanding of free will by
recognizing the role of both deterministic and indeterministic factors in the
decision-making process. Finally, Dennett emphasizes how important empirical
evidence and scientific study are for understanding free will. He argues that in
philosophical arguments about free will, scientific discoveries from fields such
as neurology, cognitive science, and evolutionary biology should be taken into
account.

This scientific method encourages interdisciplinary cooperation between
philosophy and the sciences and encourages philosophers to engage with factual
data. Because Dennett grounds the topic of free will in scientific data, his
viewpoint offers a more comprehensive and empirically grounded understanding

2Dennett proposed a two-stage model of free will in which rational action and deliberation follow
an initial indeterministic choice in a deterministic manner. In contrast to the first stage, which
permits the consideration of several options without being tied to a particular outcome, the
second stage entails reasoned discussion motivated by values and beliefs that eventually result
1n action.
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of the concept. In general, Dennett’s evolutionary compatibilistic perspective
adds a nuanced viewpoint that reconciles determinism and free will to the current
free will debate. This is achieved by incorporating knowledge from evolutionary
theory, acknowledging the role of indeterminacy, and emphasizing the
significance of scientific empirical evidence. In contrast, utilizing his knowledge
of neuroscience, Sam Harris advances a determinist theory, contending that
human freedom is only an i/lusion controlled by psychological and neurological
processes (Harris, 2012). His emergence as a non-compatibilist determinist
follows from this. Harris argues that it is illusory to have free will. To put it
simply, our wills are not our own. Thoughts and intentions come from
unconscious, uncontrollable backgrounds over which we have no conscious
control. The freedom we take for granted is not ours. Since it is impossible to
make free will intellectually coherent, it is more than just an il//lusion—or less.
Our wills are either the result of chance or not our responsibility, or they are
determined by prior causes for which we are not responsible (Harris, 2012).
Causal determinism holds that all past experiences, present states and activities,
and natural laws are essential causes of all future occurrences, including human
decisions and deeds (Werndl, 2017). As a result, one’s beginning points in life
have a significant impact on their final destination and course of action.
Furthermore, since one’s beginnings are determined by circumstances outside
their control, one’s final actions in life are also determined by circumstances
beyond one’s control. In this way, Harris believes that a deterministic view of
the universe is incompatible with free will in this sense. As he states,

Take a moment to think about the context in which your next decision will occur.
You did not pick your parents or the time and place of your birth. You did not
choose your gender or most of your life experiences. You had no control
whatsoever over your genome or the development of your brain. In addition, now
your brain is making choices based on preferences and beliefs that have been
hammered into it over a lifetime—by your genes, your physical development since
the moment you were conceived, and the interactions you have had with other
people, events, and ideas. Where is the freedom in this? (Harris, 2012, p. 32).

The kind of free will that underlies just desert accountability cannot and
cannot exist in a deterministic cosmos, according to Harris. To support his
incompatibilistic claim, he uses the empirical research of Benjamin Libet and
other neuroscientists as evidence for this (Libet, 1985). Harris claims that he
drinks tea or coffee first in the morning. He claims that although he drank coffee
today, this decision could not have been made consciously since the intention to
do one thing and not another does not come from consciousness; rather, it
appears in consciousness together with any opposing idea or urge (Harris, 2012).
He uses research by Benjamin Libet® and others to bolster this claim, believing

3See Libet, B., Gleason, E. W., Wright, C. E., & Pearl, D. K. (1983). Time of conscious intention to
act in relation to onset of cerebral activities (readiness potential): The unconscious initiation of a
freely voluntary act. Brain, 106(3), 623—642. https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/106.3.623; and Libet, B.
(1985). Unconscious cerebral initiative and the role of conscious will in voluntary action. Behavioral
and Brain Sciences, 8(4), 529-566. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X00044903.
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that unconscious brain processes* always occur before conscious acts and
decisions, influencing all human decision-making. The clash between Dennett
and Harris encapsulates the broader discourse on free will, serving as a
microcosm of the diverse approaches taken by scholars to tackle this profound
philosophical puzzle. Dennett’s compatibilist stance, rooted in evolutionary
theory, offers a nuanced understanding of free will that accommodates
deterministic principles while preserving personal agency. Conversely, Harris’s
neurobiological determinism challenges traditional views of human autonomy
by highlighting the substantial influence of psychological and neurological
factors. The intellectual clash between Dennett and Harris sheds light on the free
will debate, as each thinker provides compelling arguments that reveal the
intricate nature of human agency and the interactions between psychological,
biological, and philosophical elements. Their opposing views provoke questions
about responsibility, consciousness, and the ethical implications of determinism.
This article challenges scholars to reexamine their assumptions about free will,
aiming to deepen understanding through a critical analysis of Dennett’s
perspective, Harris’s counterarguments, and the broader implications of their
viewpoints. The following sections explore Dennett’s arguments, assumptions,
critiques, and influence on the debate, ultimately seeking to advance the free will
discussion and encourage interdisciplinary dialogue.

Delving into Dennett’s Compatibilistic Understanding of Free Will

According to Dennett, evolutionary processes® sculpt free will as an
emergent reality. He contends that the human ability to reason and make rational
decisions evolved to enable them to survive in intricate social settings and adjust
to shifting circumstances (Dennett, 2003). Dennett’s philosophy questions
conventional theories of free will and promotes multidisciplinary study and a
complex conception of moral obligation. According to his theory of evolutionary
compatibilistic free will, human freedom—which is a byproduct of biological
selection—can exist in a predetermined universe.® Our judgments are also greatly
influenced by psychological elements that uphold moral responsibility and free will,

4The term “unconscious brain processes” describes neuronal activity that takes place in the brain
without conscious awareness. These mechanisms frequently affect perception, emotion, and
decision-making, among other facets of human behavior. To better understand how unconscious
brain processes influence behavior and cognition, researchers investigate these processes, which
advance our knowledge of human consciousness and agency.

SThe term “evolutionary process” describes how natural selection and genetic diversity cause
organisms to gradually alter over many generations. According to Dennett’s argument, human
cognition and conduct have changed over time as a result of environmental difficulties that have
shaped our thought processes and behavioral patterns. This demonstrates how evolutionary
biology affects human behavior and psychology.

®Biological selection is the process by which advantageous traits spread through a population
over generations. Dennett suggests that human freedom is an evolutionary byproduct of this
process, indicating that our capacity for agency has developed as a beneficial trait. This
perspective highlights the compatibility of free will with determinism through the lens of natural
selection.
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such as desire, purpose, and belief. Based on Neo-Darwinian philosophy’, Dennett’s
“historical” and “perspectival” evolutionary approach provides an “emergentist”
and “interactivist” account of free will that aims to dispel the metaphysical
misconception surrounding “free will.” Dennett provides a natural explanation for
freedom in his seminal works “Darwin Dangerous Idea: Evolution and Meanings
of Life” (1995) and “Freedom Evolves” (2003). These works address the question
of how an evolutionary perspective can explain everything from unconscious
atoms to freely chosen action. In this natural account of freedom, the simple cells
that evolved into complex organisms eventually gave rise to multicellular
organisms, which in turn produced the complex macroscopic environment in
which we lived and functioned (Dennett, 2003). According to Dennett,

Free will does exist, but rather than freedom being an eternal, unchanging condition
of our existence, in reality, he reveals, it has evolved, just like life on planet Earth
and the air we breathe. (Dennett, 2003, p. 10)

Dennett contends that in a world governed by causality, free will is an
emergent characteristic that comes from evolutionary processes. People have
evolved the ability to voluntarily control, make decisions, and respond to
arguments through innumerable biological and cultural selections. This ability is
known as “free will.” These special human talents that are always developing
have allowed us to evolve into highly sentient creatures with free will (Dennett,
2003). Dennett argues that free will is desirable and stems from innate capacities
molded by genetic and cultural evolution. He emphasizes the unique position of
humans as free agents in the universe and feels that “evolution”® holds the key
to understanding free will. Until recently, free will did not exist on Earth. Over
billions of years, biological evolution has gradually given living things more
freedom. From basic species to animals and eventually to humans, this progress
has increased capacities and led to moral problems in our social existence.
According to Dennett, the ability to adjust, anticipate results, and exert flexible
control in response to impulses, perceptions, and intentional acts constitutes free
will. He underlines how our ancestors’ senseless creation of human culture gave
rise to our minds, visions, moral quandaries, and capacity for free will. Dennett
further disproves the idea put forth by skeptics that “free will is an illusion,”
outlining the historical development of reason-dependent voluntary control.
Dennett uses this as evidence to refute this assertion.

Human freedom is not an illusion; it is an objective phenomenon. Human freedom
is real—as real as language, music, and money—so it can be studied objectively

"Neo-Darwinian philosophy, which stresses natural selection as the primary driver of biological
evolution, has had a major influence on Dennett’s evolutionary theory of free will. This
viewpoint is consistent with Dennett’s assertion that a more cogent and empirically supported
explanation for human agency can be obtained by viewing free will through an evolutionary lens.
8Dennett links free will to a naturalistic understanding of behavior, highlighting how evolution
has shaped human agency. He seeks to challenge traditional metaphysical views by grounding
free will in empirical data. However, despite the insights from evolutionary theory, questions
remain about its ability to fully explain human consciousness and decision-making.
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from a no-nonsense, scientific point of view. However, like language, music,
money, and other products of society, its persistence is affected by what we believe
about it. (Dennett, 2003, p. 305)

Dennett argues that human free will is based on our actual choices rather
than on metaphysics and is not an illusion. He says that,

No, free will is not an illusion; all the varieties of free will worth wanting are or
can be, ours, but you have to give up a bit of false and outdated ideology to
understand how this can be so. Romantic love, minus Cupid’s arrow, is still worth
yearning for. It is still, indeed, romantic love—real romantic love. (Dennett,
2003, pp. 224-225)

Dennett contends that the best kind of free will, shaped over extended
periods of biological and cultural selection, comprises our abilities to act,
anticipate, and control—all of which are based on our capacity to understand and
weigh our options. He argues that making decisions is an essential component
of the causal web rather than an illusion or a causally epiphenomenal’.
According to Dennett, our capacity to act under biologically and culturally
molded desires constitutes actual freedom, and metaphysical possibilities are
meaningless concerning our experienced perspective. He makes the case that
determinism is compatible with evolutionary freedom and does not compromise
human agency, endorsing a deterministic conception of free will. Even in a
universe of determinism, people can regulate their actions and make meaningful
judgments. Dennett highlights that acknowledging our evolutionary history,
which has given us the capacity to avoid danger and adjust to changing
circumstances, is essential to comprehending human agency in a deterministic
universe.

Dennett contends that while evolution gives humans the ability to foresee
and prevent harm in the future, deterministic worries are meaningless because
they encourage us to obtain accurate information about what lies ahead.
According to his compatibilist perspective, because of their evolving capacities,
humans are aware of determinism but feel free. Dennett uses the term
“evitability” ! in contrast to “inevitability,”!! which he defines as an agent’s
capacity to foresee expected outcomes and take action to avert unfavorable
outcomes (Dennett, 2003). According to Dennett, compatibilistic freedom
depends on our evolutionary background and ability to make conscious
decisions. As a result, we are now morally conscious, sympathetic, and self-

°A thing is said to be causally epiphenomenal if it emerges as a result of underlying causal processes
without actively influencing those processes. It implies that, in regard to making decisions, our
conscious choices can be seen as only epiphenomena, having no real causal power to affect behavior.
Dennett defined “evitability” as an agent’s ability to predict predictable consequences and take
action to prevent undesirable outcomes. It implies that people have the power to actively shape and
change what happens in the future by making decisions and choices that will hopefully avoid
unfavorable outcomes.

""Dennett characterizes “inevitability” as the incapacity of an agent to anticipate and avert anticipated
results. In other cases, it emphasizes a sense of determinism or predestination, suggesting a lack of
control or influence over future occurrences.
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aware beings. In a deterministic cosmos, Dennett denies ultimate responsibility,
but he holds that people are morally responsible for their decisions when they
have practical freedom. Moral responsibility is socioculturally constructed, and
norms such as rewards and punishments are supported by our strong conviction
of intrinsic freedom. In this way, morality and freedom have developed, building
upon biological evolution via cultural evolution. According to Dennett, human
free will can only have significance when it is of the “compatibilistic kind.”!?
This interpretation of free will recognizes actors’ ability to understand their place
in a world of causes and effects. Therefore, when we state that an agent could
have done differently, we mean that the actions that would have resulted from
that action would have differed as well if the causal elements within the self were
different (Gomes, 1999, pp. 59-76). Dennett presented the idea of “degrees of
freedom”!® to comprehend the variety and complexity of human decision-
making within deterministic systems. Dennett offers the idea of “degrees of
freedom” to clarify that people have choices and options available to them even
while other forces may affect their choices. The various degrees of adaptability
in decision-making are represented by these degrees of freedom. According to
Dennett, people are not predestined, even in the face of a deterministic
worldview in which events are causally decided. They are capable of making
choices and exerting some degree of control. According to his theory, the human
mind is a complicated system with a variety of pathways and options for action.
People can still assess possibilities; consider alternatives, and make decisions
based on their desires and preferences, even though extrinsic influences such as
biological impulses, cultural norms, and environmental stimuli might have an
impact on decision-making and reasoning.

Dennett emphasizes how crucial it is to comprehend degrees of freedom in
deterministic frameworks, recognizing that although people might not have
complete freedom, they nevertheless have agency within their environment.
According to this theory, people can exercise agency by making decisions from
a range of possibilities based on their values and beliefs. Despite Dennett’s
justifications, opponents such as Ted Honderich and Galen Strawson contest his
compatibilist position, claiming that determinism restricts true autonomy
(Strawson, 2010; Honderich, 1993). Philosophers such as Derk Pereboom and
Saul Smilansky argue that Dennett’s emphasis on degrees of freedom and
evolutionary roots ignores the deterministic mechanisms that underlie human
behavior, raising the possibility that perceived control is illusory (Smilansky,
2000; Pereboom, 2001). Philosophers who doubt the moral implications of
Dennett’s compatibilistic stance include Derk Pereboom and Galen Strawson.
They raise questions regarding justice and punishment by arguing that if human
behavior is influenced by outside forces, then no one can be entirely deserving

2In this sense, a view of free will that is compatible with determinism is referred to as a
“compatibilistic kind”. According to Dennett, this idea of free will—this is consistent with the
deterministic workings of the natural world—is the only kind of free will that has any significance or
value for people.

BIn Dennett’s framework, “degrees of freedom” refer to the range of choices individuals have within
deterministic systems. Despite various deterministic influences, people retain some ability to choose
their actions, highlighting the nuanced interplay between determinism and human agency.
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of praise or blame (Smilansky, 2000; Pereboom, 2001). In response, Dennett
takes a compatibilistic stance, highlighting moral agency and reasoned reasoning
while also recognizing the complexity of human decision-making and the
influence of cultural norms and legal frameworks. His point of view has
impacted current discussions and spurred additional research on human agency,
especially about the cognitive processes and evolutionary roots of decision-
making. Even if Dennett’s viewpoint might not provide conclusive solutions, it
advances our knowledge of the philosophical and scientific facets of free will.
The upcoming section will explore Sam Harris’s perspective on free will,
covering its main ideas, philosophical foundations, rebuttals, counterarguments,
and impact on the broader discussion of free will.

Unraveling Sam Harris’s Neuro-Scientific Perspective on Free Will

Sam Harris’s perspective on free will is deeply rooted in his neurobiological
doctrine of determinism. Having been influenced by neuroscientific findings,
Harris argues that the neurobiological and psychological elements determine
human behavior, which controls the human decision-making process. Sam
Harris, in one of his most significant books, ‘Free Will’ (2012), explicitly
discusses the illusion of free will and further argues that we do not possess any
kind of free will. Sam Harris quotes that,

Free will is an illusion. Our wills are simply not of our own making. Thoughts and
intentions emerge from background causes of which we are unaware and over
which we exert no conscious control. We do not have the freedom we think we
have. Free will is more than an illusion (or less) in that it cannot be made
conceptually coherent. Either our wills are determined by prior causes and we are
not responsible for them, or they are the product of chance and we are not
responsible for them. (Harris, 2012, p. 5)

The above statement asserts that our sense of agency and control over
actions is an i/lusory notion that can be perceived as a strong argument against
free will. Harris proposes that our thoughts and intentions occur from
background causes that function beyond our control and conscious occurrences.
As an outcome, our wills are the product of a deterministic or random chance-
driven process, which opposes the idea that our wills are not our own making.
The conceptual incoherence of free will is emphasized by this argument. Since
the notion of free will is incompatible with the idea of causality, this argument
postulates that free will cannot be logically coherent. By emphasizing the role of
prior causes, Harris contends that we cannot be responsible for our actions if our
actions are determined by prior causes, as we do not possess any control over
those causes. Alternately, although our actions are the output of random chance,
we cannot be held accountable for them, as random chance is beyond our control.
For example, a man’s decision to shoot the president is determined by his neural
activity. This neural activity, which is persuaded by multiple components such
as upbringing, genetics, and occurrences of chance, illustrates the point that our
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actions are eventually governed by elements beyond our conscious control
(Harris, 2012). In such a situation, the idea of free will becomes infeasible, as
there is no space for responsibility or real agency. Therefore, Harris concludes
by claiming that the idea of free will is not only logically unjustifiable but also
illusory by nature. Furthermore, Harris proposed that there is no coherent
elucidation of how mental and physical procedures can generate real freedom of
will. Finally, the Harris argument challenges the traditional apprehension of free
will, which presumes that individuals can make unlimited decisions. Rather, he
claims that since our actions are predetermined by elements beyond our
conscious control, our perception of free will is illusory. This deterministic
foundation of Harris indicates that the complex interplay of neurobiological
procedures in the brain, which function as per deterministic rules, causes our
deliberate actions to be predetermined. By taking determinism as his
foundational standpoint, Harris highlights the deterministic nature of human
behavior, stressing the role of psychological and neurobiological components in
informing our actions. Harris’s stance reinforces the notion that our decisions
are not free yet but rather the product of deterministic procedures, which
challenges the conventional concept of agency and encourages a reappraisal of
the philosophical understanding of free will. Sam Harris’s standpoint on free will
makes strong claims that the subjective experience of free will is i/lusory.
Harris asserts that the feeling of practicing free will is not an exact reflection
of reality but rather a byproduct of neural procedures in the brain, despite our
strong sense of agency and control over actions (Harris, 2012). He proposes that
to form a sense of our actions and experiences, human brains produce a narrative
of free will, yet this narrative does not align with the underlying procedure of
determinism that controls behavior. Harris’s assertion draws upon insights from
neuroscientific findings showing that human brains are continuously involved in
the intricate operation of cognition, perception, and decision-making (Harris,
2012). However, these procedures emerge at both conscious and unconscious
levels, with many of our actions being initiated and carried out without direct
consciousness. From this standpoint, it can be argued that the sense of control
and agency that we experience does not refer to real free will but rather to a
cognitive illusion formed by the brain. Harris further argues that to explain and
rationalize human behavior, the human brain creates a narrative of free will. This
narrative works to build a coherent sense of agency and self, permitting us to
ascribe actions to conscious deliberation and decision (Harris, 2012).
Nonetheless, Harris asserts that a closer examination reveals that this narrative
of free will does not resist inspection, as it becomes a failure to account for the
deterministic procedure underlying our behavior. Rather, Harris proposes that
there are a large number of elements, including genetic tendencies,
environmental influences, and past experiences, all of which mold our behavior
in predictable ways. The feeling of making free decisions does not hold any
significance; Harris contends that the intricate reciprocity of neurobiological
processes in the brain eventually predetermines these rational decisions. Harris
aims to gain our insights into decision-making and human agency. He advocates
that noticing the deterministic nature of our behavior can culminate in a more
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precise and subtle understanding of ourselves and our actions. While the
experience of free will might be immensely deep-rooted in human
consciousness, Harris further claims that it is eventually an illusion formed by
the cognitive procedure of the brain instead of a reflection of real autonomy or
agency. Sam Harris’s standpoint on free will relies strongly on proof from
neuroscience to support his arguments. Harris is highly influenced by the
American neuroscientist Benjamin Libet’s experiment on the human decision-
making process, which claims that unconscious neural activity already precedes
our conscious actions, which is the cornerstone of free will (Libet, 1985). Harris
highlighted neuroscientific studies that revealed the neural correlates of
decision-making and the significant impact of nonconscious processes on human
behavior.

With the help of this neuroscientific research, Harris intends to explicate
that human actions are strongly influenced by elements beyond our conscious
awareness. The physiologist Benjamin Libet performed breakthrough research
by using electroencephalography (EEG), which revealed that brain activity in
the motor cortex can be identified approximately 300 milliseconds before the
person consciously feels that they have decided to move (Libet, 1985).
According to Libet’s findings, another laboratory employed functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI)!* to further inspect decision-making. In the
experiment, subjects were told to press buttons while perceiving a screen
exhibiting a random series of letters. As an outcome of this experiment, the
researchers detected particular brain areas, which included facts about the
subject’s button press choice, a full 7 to 10 seconds before the choices were
consciously formed (Soon & Haynes, 2008). However, recent work, which used
direct cortical recordings, demonstrated that the operation of as few as 256
neurons could foretell a person’s choice to move with 80% precision, emerging
700 ms before the choices became conscious. As Harris comments, these
findings are difficult to reconcile with the sense that we are the conscious authors
of our actions. One fact now seems indisputable: some moments before you are
aware of what you will do next—a time in which you subjectively appear to have
complete freedom to behave; however, you please—your brain has already
determined what you will do. You then become conscious of this ‘decision” and
believe that you are in the process of making it (Harris, 2012, pp. 16-17). These
findings challenge the traditional idea that our actions are consciously performed
by us. It has been proven clearly that our brains already determine our actions
before individuals become conscious of their pending actions. It can be said that
human brains instigate decisions before we consciously conceive them, despite
the subjective experience of freedom and autonomy. As conscious awareness
does not vigorously start events in the prefrontal cortex any more than it governs
heartbeats, this realization obscures the differences between “higher” and
“lower” brain systems. Although mental states are concurrent with their
underlying brain states, individuals cannot decide their upcoming intentions until

Y“Functional magnetic resonance imaging is referred to as fMRI. By identifying variations in
blood flow and oxygenation levels in response to neuronal activity, this neuroimaging approach
maps and measures brain activity.

10
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those intentions emerge naturally. The occurrence of mental states in the absence
of conscious control raises basic questions about the nature of free will and the
illusions of personal agency in decision-making.

Harris argues that these neuroscientific outcomes pose a challenge to the
traditional concept of free will, which presumes that individuals can form
unrestricted decisions. Rather, he argues that since our actions are governed by
neurobiological and psychological operations functioning as per deterministic
rules, it can be said that our perceived autonomy is an i//usion. Harris challenges
traditional beliefs about human agency and instigates a reassessment of the
philosophical understanding of free will by emphasizing the illusory nature of
free will and showing neuroscientific proof. Nonetheless, Harris’s standpoint on
free will has faced several counterarguments and criticisms, which he tackles in
his subsequent response. Like philosopher Dennett, critics contend that the
deterministic viewpoint of Harris weakens the conventional notion of moral
responsibility (Dennett, 2017). However, Harris refuses this by arguing that
within a deterministic frame, moral responsibility can still be meaningful.
Furthermore, he argues that in the conventional sense, an individual might not
possess free will, yet they are still subject to laws, societal norms, and the results
of their actions. Some critics, including Alfred Mele, assert that Harris’s
deterministic viewpoint overstates the intricacy of human behavior (Mele,
2004). By admitting that, Harris responds that while individuals might feel they
have free will, this feeling is i//lusory by nature and does not align with the basic
deterministic procedures controlling behavior. Critics also interrogate the
pragmatic effects of rejecting free will, proposing that it might cause fatalism'?,
which weakens the endeavor to endorse moral behavior and personal
responsibility. Harris responded by asserting that admitting the illusion of free
will can truly cause greater compassion and empathy. In conclusion, Harris
affirms that his deterministic standpoint provides a more precise understanding
of human behavior based on scientific proof. Afterwards, it can be stated that
Harris views free will within philosophy, neuroscience, and beyond. His work
has influenced the transdisciplinary debate, nurturing alliances between
philosophers, scientists, and ethicists in delving into the intricacies of free will
give empirical proof from neuroscience. In the subsequent section, this article
will explore intellectual rivalry through an in-depth assessment, examining the
contrasting viewpoints of Dennett and Harris regarding the concept of free will.

The Intellectual Rivalry: An In-Depth Assessment
There are significant differences in Dennett’s and Harris’s perspectives on

human agency in their debate over free will because of their divergent
philosophical and scientific backgrounds. Notwithstanding this difference,

5The term “fatalism” here refers to the conviction that everything, including human behavior, is
predestined and unavoidable, independent of free will or effort on the part of the individual. It
conveys a feeling of surrender or acceptance of one’s lot in life, along with the conviction that
results are set in stone and cannot be changed.
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Dennett and Harris agree on several aspects, such as the complexity of the idea
of free will. Both acknowledge that human decision-making is complex and
impacted by a variety of elements, including psychology, biology, and the
environment. However, they disagree greatly on whether free will and
determinism can coexist. Dennett contends that determinism and free will can
coexist while promoting compatibilism. Dennett asserts that within a
deterministic framework, humans can still form meaningful decisions and
practice agency, highlighting the evolutionary origin of free will and the notion
of “degrees of freedom” (Dennett, 1984). In contrast, as a hard determinist,
Harris contends that free will is illusory. He postulates that the neurobiological
and psychological elements are the core reason for human actions, which are
determined with no real autonomy (Harris, 2012). This basic difference in
standpoint emphasizes the crux of their intellectual duel, with Dennett
supporting the reconciliation of free will and determinism, while Harris
maintains the deterministic nature of human behavior. Let us delve into the
identification of the point of convergence and divergence between both
philosophers, which has been forwarded by Dennett in his review of Sam
Harris’s book ‘Free Will’ (2012) in the paper entitled ‘Reflections on Free Will:
A Review by Daniel C. Dennett (2017).

Points of convergence

There are fundamental philosophical commonalities between Dennett and
Harris that may be seen in their places of convergence, especially in regard to
determinism and free will. These similarities support a more complex conception
of human agency and act as pillars in their arguments. Below, these points of
divergence are examined in detail:

Compatibilism: The philosophical stance known as compatibilism
maintains that determinism and free will can coexist. Dennett considers Harris’s
views to be closely in line with compatibilism, even though Harris may not
publicly identify as such. This indicates that they both think that people can have
moral responsibility for their acts even when the universe functions
deterministically. They concur that determinism and a legal system of
punishment are compatible since they allow for individual accountability for
decisions and deeds (Dennett, 2017).

Rejecting Libertarian Free Will: The theory of libertarian free will holds
that free will exists apart from causal or deterministic factors, frequently
indicating nonphysical agency or indeterminacy. This idea is rejected by Dennett
and Harris as unrealistic and unnaturalistic. They hold to a naturalistic
worldview, which rejects the existence of supernatural forces and instead
believes that the universe is ruled by natural rules and facts (Dennett, 2017).
According to this viewpoint, the concept of free will that is predicated on
nonphysical or unpredictable variables is implausible and illogical.

Naturalism: The philosophical stance of naturalism holds that there is
nothing outside of the natural world, as observed by science.
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Naturalism'®, which Dennett and Harris both embrace, informs their
conceptions of responsibility and free will. They believe that their conception of
accountability and responsibility is consistent with discoveries made in the fields
of neuroscience and physics (Dennett, 2017). They perceive no conflict between
the idea of free will—the capacity to choose and take responsibility for one’s
actions—and scientific understanding. Naturalistic viewpoints hold that
complex interconnections between physical processes in the brain and nervous
system give rise to free will.

Neuroscience and Physics: Viewing scientific knowledge as compatible
with their conceptualizations of free will as the capacity to make choices and
take responsibility for them, Dennett and Harris both draw on insights from
neuroscience and physics to inform their understanding of free will and moral
responsibility. For instance, advances in neuroscience have shed light on the
mechanisms underlying behavior and decision-making, providing insights into
how physical processes in the brain contribute to the exercise of agency
(Dennett, 2017).

Recognition of Limitations: When discussing free will and responsibility,
Dennett and Harris acknowledge that not everyone is capable of making
responsible decisions. They noted that neurological disorders can affect a
person’s capacity to make decisions and take responsibility for their actions
(Dennett, 2017). These authors attributed these limitations to nervous system
dysfunction rather than cosmic randomness. The significance of taking into
account individual variations and situations while talking about free will and
accountability is highlighted by this acknowledgment.

The Intricacy of Human Decision-Making: The complexity of human
decision-making procedures is highlighted by both philosophers. They
understand that human decisions cannot be made in isolation and are instead
affected by a multitude of internal and external factors. Both Dennett and Harris
acknowledge that human decisions are often multidimensional, comprising
deliberation, reasoning, weighing of options, and subjective experiences. They
stress the subtle nature of free will and the challenges of describing it within a
deterministic model by recognizing the complexity of human decision-making
(Dennett, 2017). Considering the complex nature of human agency and the
various elements that influence decision-making processes, these points of
convergence accentuate a mutual understanding between Dennett and Harris.
While they might diverge in their explanations of free will, their validation of
these mutual complexities forms the basis for their intellectual engagement with
the topic. In conclusion, Dennett and Harris have similar philosophical
ideologies that stress how determinism and moral agency can coexist. These
ideas are based on naturalistic concepts and draw on knowledge from the fields
of neuroscience and physics. Their viewpoints emphasize the complexity of

16Within this framework ‘Naturalism’ is the belief that all phenomena, including human behavior
and consciousness, can be explained by natural laws, without invoking supernatural or
metaphysical justifications. It emphasizes empirical data and scientific inquiry to understand the
universe, shaping Dennett and Harris’s views on responsibility and free will in relation to human
actions.
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responsibility and free will by considering both human potential and the larger
framework of causal determinism.

Points of divergence

The points of divergence between Dennett and Harris primarily revolve
around their contrasting perspectives on free will and determinism, highlighting
fundamental differences in their philosophical outlooks. Below, these points of
divergence are examined in detail:

Compatibilism vs. Incompatibilism: Dennett proposes that without
offering any plausible justifications, Harris eliminates the compatibilistic
standpoint!” on free will, a viewpoint that seeks to reconcile determinism and
moral responsibility (Dennett, 2017). The compatibilist claims that reason-free
will is compatible with determinism is that individuals possess the ability to form
decisions that depend on one’s reasons, desires, and intentions, even though
decisions are causally determined. Furthermore, Dennett asserts that the subtle
argument put forward by the compatibilist is overlooked by Harris; rather, he
opted to focus his attention on a more simplistic incompatibilist position'®,

Clash on Free Will: Sam Harris argues that traditional notions of free will
are illusory, citing cases such as Charles Whitman’s, whose actions were
influenced by a brain tumor. He contends that neurophysiology determines all
actions, undermining the idea of personal agency. Dennett acknowledges cases
such as Whitman’s but disagrees with Harris, asserting that not everyone lacks
free will due to neurological factors. He argues that neuroscience reveals how
individuals are wired and is not inherently flawed. Dennett contends that while
some people may have brain issues, not everyone does, and the debate revolves
around whether individuals can be held responsible for their actions despite their
imperfections. He suggested that as neuroscience advances, some individuals
may transition from being seen as not responsible to being responsible,
highlighting a distinction between those capable of accountability and those who
are not.

Responsibility and Control: Harris argues that in the deterministic
universe, individuals lack control over their actions since they are eventually
determined by the antecedent causes. Contrary to Harris’s assertion, Dennett
maintains that the universe might be deterministic, yet individuals still practice
a level of control and responsibility over their choices (Dennett, 2017). Dennett
proposes that individuals can still be involved in deliberation, self-reflection, and

"Dennett’s compatibilism posits that free will and determinism can coexist. He argues that
individuals can possess meaningful free will even in a deterministic universe, where events are
predetermined. For Dennett, free will is defined by the ability to make decisions aligned with
one’s goals, values, and desires, regardless of prior causal influences.

¥The idea that free will and determinism are essentially irreconcilable is known as Sam Harris’s
incompatibilistic stance. According to Harris, free will—which is defined as the capacity to
choose a different decision in a particular circumstance—cannot exist if determinism is accurate
and all events, including human actions, are causally determined by earlier events.
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conscious decision-making procedures that mold our actions, despite prior
events impacting our choices.

Influence of Desires: Harris contends that an individual’s desires are
governed by the antecedent’s events beyond their control; thus, individuals
cannot influence their desires. However, Dennett refuses to agree with Harris’s
claim by arguing that the accessibility of various means, such as self-reflection,
education, and conscious effort, enables people to influence their desires
(Dennett, 2017). Furthermore, Dennett suggested that Harris fails to observe the
role of personal agency in molding one’s desires and intentions, which can lead
to meaningful alternations in behavior.

Nature of Authorship: To demonstrate his deterministic viewpoint of free
will, Harris utilizes the analogy of individuals as puppets that are governed by
their antecedent causes. However, Dennett critiques this Harris puppet analogy,
asserting that it overstates the complicated connection between agency and
causation. Furthermore, he maintains that despite the individual actions
controlled by prior events, individuals can still display control over their actions
and that the so-called puppet analogy becomes unsuccessful in seizing the
complete range of human agency and responsibility (Dennett, 2017).

Implications for Punishment and Reward: Dennett elevates concerns
about Harris’s unsuccessful attempt to address the ramifications of his
deterministic standpoint on notions of punishment and reward. He indicates that
within a moral and legal framework, the Harris viewpoint ignores the pragmatic
necessity of holding individuals responsible for their actions (Dennett, 2017).
Furthermore, Dennett highlights the significance of recognizing the wider
societal consequences of determinism, specifically in connection to notions of
justice, accountability, and moral responsibility.

Role of conscious reflection: In influencing how people behave, Dennett
highlights the significance of conscious reflection. While Harris concentrates on
the deterministic effect of unconscious processes, Dennett contends—in a
critique of Harris—that conscious thought and reflection are crucial in directing
our decisions and behaviors (Dennett, 2017). He argued that even in the face of
deterministic causal circumstances, people can exercise agency and control
through cognitive awareness and reflection.

Potential for Self-Improvement: It is crucial to discuss the nuances of
human agency and responsibility within a deterministic framework, as
highlighted by Dennett’s criticism of Sam Harris. The Harris method, he
contends, oversimplifies the complex structure of free will by concentrating only
on the consequences of determinism for moral responsibility. Dennett contends
that Harris undervalues the possibility of moral development and self-improvement
in a deterministic environment. He challenges Harris’s deterministic viewpoint by
arguing that people can learn from their past experiences, make deliberate
attempts to alter their behavior and aspire to moral and ethical goals (Dennett,
2017). However, Dennett’s criticism forces us to think about other viewpoints
that provide a more thorough explanation of free will—one that takes into
accounts both determinism and the possibility of individual initiative and
change. Although Dennett’s attack on Harris’s deterministic standpoint on free
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will seems quite convincing, highlighting many defects that have already been
analyzed in the above section; to maintain his strong deterministic standpoint,
Harris responded to Dennett’s counterarguments in his review titled “The
Marionette’s Lament: A Response to Daniel Dennett” (2014), where Harris
focuses on a few of the issues of contention that Dennett neglected to address in
his response to Harris arguments. First, Sam Harris challenges Dennett’s
reading of J.L. Austin’s missed putt example!®, arguing that Dennett
misinterprets the example’s importance in the discussion of free will (Harris,
2014). Harris contends that rather than supporting Dennett’s compatibilist
position, Austin’s example supports incompatibilism—the ideas that free will
and determinism are irreconcilable. Harris argues that Austin’s example has
more to do with the larger implications it bears for the idea of free will than it
does with the usefulness of free will within the framework of Austin’s article.
According to Harris, Dennett’s interpretation ignores the more profound
philosophical ramifications of Austin’s example and ignores the basic problems
that determinism poses for conventional ideas of free will. Second, in regard to
the discussion of free will, Sam Harris emphasizes the significance of making a
distinction between generic capacities and particular cases. He draws attention
to two different interpretations of the term “could”: the first connects to people’s
overall potential, while the other relates to particular situations or deeds.
According to Harris, there are moral implications for both readings. While
evaluating people according to their overall abilities may make sense, assigning
blame for particular deeds becomes more difficult in the context of determinism
(Harris, 2014). Harris contends that since deterministic circumstances eventually
dictate conduct rather than personal agency in certain specific cases, it may not
be appropriate to hold people accountable for their acts. In the third section,
Sam Harris addresses Dennett’s concerns about the real-world effects of
adopting incompatibilism. Harris makes it clear that worries about these
outcomes are not the main driving force behind his argument. Rather, he says
that Dennett’s concerns are the result of his ignorance of the real-world
implications of Harris’s viewpoint (Harris, 2014). Reiterating that he is no more
inclined than Dennett to release dangerous criminals, Harris makes it clear that
he shares Dennett’s commitment to maintaining public safety and security. By
responding to Dennett’s criticisms, Harris hopes to make it clear that his views
on free will are motivated not only by practical considerations but also by a more
comprehensive philosophical investigation. Harris uses J.L.. Austin’s missing
putt as an example to highlight the deterministic nature of human behavior in
this fourth argument (Austin, 1961). He emphasizes that Austin’s putt’s result
was solely determined by the universe’s particular circumstances and Austin’s
mental state at the moment of the putt. Harris argues that debate about what
Austin could or should have done is fundamentally meaningless because it does

YJ.L. Austin used a missed putt example to describe a situation that is frequently used in
philosophical discourse to highlight ideas about moral responsibility and free will. Austin gives
the following scenario of a golfer who tries to make a putt but misses it. The situation begs the
question of whether the golfer should be held morally accountable for missing the putt and
whether he might have performed differently in the given situation.
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not alter the fact that Austin had no control over earlier circumstances that
impacted the outcome (Harris, 2014). Harris contends that rather than being
precise analyses of the past, these factors are better understood as
recommendations for conduct in the future. This demonstrates Harris’s belief
that the traditional understanding of free will is irreconcilable given the
deterministic nature of the universe. On the fifth point, Harris explores the
traditional understanding of blame and how it fits together with determinism. He
claims that holding people accountable for their deeds is predicated on the idea
that they had other options, which runs counter to the deterministic viewpoint
(Harris, 2014). Determinism holds that there are no real other options because
every action is the inevitable outcome of earlier factors. Harris thus challenges
the logic of placing blame in the context of this knowledge.

According to him, placing blame on someone implies that they could act
otherwise, which runs counter to the deterministic framework that holds that an
individual’s actions are dictated by external factors beyond their control. From
a deterministic worldview, Harris questions the legitimacy of blame,
highlighting the intricate relationship between moral responsibility and the
scientific understanding of human behavior. By contrasting first-person
experiences with third-person reports of occurrences, Harris explores the
concept of free will in depth on the sixth point, highlighting its illusory
character. He contends that people frequently have a subjective sense of
autonomy, believing that they have the power to decide what to do and how to
do it (Harris, 2014). Harris, however, argues that the scientific explanation of
determinism is incompatible with this subjective perception of free will.
Determinism holds that all events—including human behavior—are causally
predetermined by earlier variables that are beyond a person’s conscious
awareness. These variables include heredity, environment, and brain processes.
Harris argues that although people may believe they are autonomous agents
when looking at things from a first-person perspective, this belief is essentially
false when looking at things from a determinist perspective. As a result, he draws
attention to the differences between scientific truth and subjective experience,
highlighting the fallacious character of free choice in the context of determinism.
Seventh, Dennett contends that even though some of our ideas and deeds have
unconscious origins, we are nevertheless responsible for them. He asserts that
we are ultimately responsible for whatever our brains decide or do (Harris,
2014). However, Harris argues that he exposes a critical misconception
regarding free will by differentiating between our conscious and unconscious
selves. Harris raises concerns about the source of our thoughts, urges, and
desires, contending that they manifest in consciousness rather than coming from
conscious decisions. Since our conscious intentions themselves result from
unconscious processes, any attempt to intentionally alter our unconscious is
illogical. Harris questions whether Dennett’s concept of free agency includes
choices made by other body organs that are not conscious of us, such as the
digestive system or liver. Compatibilist such as Dennett, in Harris’s opinion,
sidestep fundamental problems with free will by redefining freedom and
expanding our understanding of agency. Harris counters Dennett’s criticisms in
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their philosophical debate on free will, highlighting strengths and weaknesses in
their opposing views. Dennett’s compatibilism seeks to reconcile determinism
and free will by explaining the subjective experience of agency through
evolutionary processes and integrating psychological and biological insights.
Critics argue, however, that his approach fails to address genuine autonomy and
leaves questions about human agency unresolved.

In contrast, Harris asserts that free will is an illusion based on neurology,
advocating for a reevaluation of agency with an emphasis on brain activity
preceding conscious decision-making. Critics of his stance raise concerns about
moral accountability and the oversimplification of human behavior by
neglecting social and cultural factors. Both perspectives present significant
advantages and disadvantages that deserve careful consideration. Dennett offers
a nuanced view on the coexistence of determinism and free will, while Harris
challenges traditional notions of agency using empirical data from neurology.
Critics argue that both perspectives fail to resolve fundamental issues
surrounding moral responsibility and autonomy. Furthermore, exploring
unresolved questions—such as the nature of consciousness, the impact of
quantum mechanics on decision-making, and the moral implications of
determinism—encourages a deeper understanding of human agency and social
norms. Despite the contributions of Dennett and Harris, significant inquiries
remain, particularly regarding how compatibilism or determinism shapes our
perceptions of morality and accountability. By critically examining these
complex issues and recognizing the intersections and divergences of each
perspective, we can enhance our understanding of free will's role in human life.
To address this complexity, the Compatibilist Integration Framework presents a
pathway that could reconcile the principles of free will and determinism,
allowing us to build on the insights from both.

The Compatibilist Integration Framework: Bridging the Divide between
Dennett’s Compatibilism and Harri’s Hard Determinism

To reconcile Dennett’s compatibilism with Harris’s determinism, the
Compatibilist Integration Framework is proposed, and this is the article’s main
idea. This framework emphasizes moral responsibility and the subjective
experience of choice while acknowledging the deterministic influences on
human action. By integrating concepts from philosophy, neurology, and
evolutionary biology, the framework seeks to provide a cohesive understanding
of free will that considers compatibilist and deterministic perspectives.
Compatibilist Determinism free will is reinterpreted in the compatibilist
determinism paradigm to make sense of a deterministic universe. This viewpoint
acknowledges that all events, including the choices and deeds of humans, are the
product of a series of earlier events governed by natural laws. The subjective
sense of autonomy and decision-making is unaffected by this deterministic
viewpoint. Envision a universe in which all events are components of a
continuous chain of causes and consequences. Our biology, upbringing,
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environment, and past experiences all shape our beliefs, wants, and behaviours.
We nevertheless see our actions as conscious, intentional choices, even when
they are influenced by these earlier factors. This view is essential to our
comprehension of free will. According to compatibilist theory, to have free will
is to be able to behave by one’s intents, goals, and reasoned decisions while
realizing that these elements are influenced by earlier causes. This pragmatic
interpretation aims to preserve the importance and pertinence of free will in a
deterministic setting. Think about our wishes. Numerous elements, including
psychological moods, cultural influences, personal experiences, and genetic
predispositions, impact them. These aspirations serve as the basis for our
activities, motivating us to achieve our goals. Consider our intentions next.
These are the schemes and objectives that result from our aspirations. They stand
for our goals of achieving particular results according to our values and desires.
Lastly, consider the logical deliberation process. This entails evaluating many
possibilities, estimating possible outcomes, and coming to decisions based on
logic and available data. What we perceive to be free will is largely dependent
on this deliberate process. In a deterministic framework, all events, including
human actions, result from prior causes (Dennett, 2003). Our decisions are
influenced by a complex web of past circumstances and events (Harris, 2012).
Despite this, people perceive their choices as conscious and deliberate, which
are central to our understanding of free will, even if it’s considered an illusion
(Dennett, 1984). Free will is understood as the ability to act according to one’s
intentions, decisions, and rational deliberations, maintaining its significance
despite being influenced by prior causes. Desires are shaped by genetic,
environmental, and psychological factors, along with cultural influences and
personal experiences. Intentions arise from desires and values, crucial in
decision-making. Rational deliberations involve weighing options and making
decisions based on reasoning, essential to the experience of free will. Moral
responsibility aligns with actions stemming from desires and deliberations,
compatible with determinism. Understanding the factors influencing decisions
and improving reasoning abilities can enhance autonomy. These principles offer
a nuanced understanding of free will within a deterministic framework,
acknowledging prior causes while preserving significant components of free
will, moral accountability, and the real-world experience of making decisions.

Ethical and Moral Responsibility: A Dual Approach

The dual approach to moral responsibility is a sophisticated strategy that
aims to strike a balance between the need for understanding and empathy and
the demand for accountability (Strawson, 1962). This strategy recognizes and tackles
the many variables that influence people’s behavior while simultaneously preserving
social order and discouraging negative behavior. Imagine a society in which
people are aware that their choices have real-world repercussions. People feel
more responsible since they know they will be held accountable for their actions
as a result of this awareness. The foundation of social order is accountability,
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which guarantees that right is done and wrong is discouraged (Duff, 2001). Take
into account, for instance, the legal frameworks that punish criminals. These
sanctions have three main functions: they uphold the rule of law, operate as
deterrents to others, and grant victims’ justice (Caruso, 2021). People are more
inclined to make morally sound choices when they are aware that their decisions
could have a significant impact. Therefore, accountability not only keeps the
peace but also motivates people to think about the consequences of their actions
on others. However, there are other factors at play than just keeping people
accountable. The capacity to comprehend and feel the emotions of those
influencing behavior is equally vital (Nussbaum, 2001). Seldom do human acts
stem from a single, solitary decision. Rather, a complex interaction between
biology, environment, parenting, and personal experiences shapes them (Sapolsky,
2017). By being aware of these factors, we can approach moral responsibility
with compassion and empathy. Think about someone who has broken the law.
We can go more into their past rather than only see them through the prism of
their transgressions. Maybe they had severe trauma as children, were raised in
an impoverished household, or had mental health problems (Ward & Maruna,
2007). Knowing these elements can help one respond more empathetically and
develop rehabilitative techniques that work. For example, addressing the
underlying causes of criminal conduct, such as untreated mental health issues or
poverty, can assist people in changing their lives and atoning for their crimes
(Andrews & Bonta, 2010). By fostering long-term positive transformation and
lowering the risk of reoffending, this compassionate approach can foster a
culture that values growth and healing in addition to justice (Caruso, 2021). It is
imperative to strike the correct balance between empathy and accountability. It
guarantees that, in addition to seeing justice done, we also get a better knowledge
of how people behave. Combining punitive measures with rehabilitation efforts
could be part of this balanced strategy (Duff, 2001; Pereboom, 2014). Imagine a
legal system where punishments include access to therapy, education, and
support services in addition to penalties. In addition to holding people
accountable for their conduct, this kind of system gives them the knowledge and
resources they need to identify and resolve the underlying problems that
motivated their behavior. By encouraging personal development and
reintegration into society, this all-encompassing strategy lowers recidivism and
builds a more compassionate and equitable community (Ward & Maruna, 2007).
The dual approach to moral responsibility essentially combines the requirement
of accountability with the demand for empathy. In addition to acknowledging
and resolving the many, frequently deterministic forces that impact human
decisions, it upholds social order and discourages bad behavior (Dennett, 2003;
Sapolsky, 2017). This strategy fosters a culture that values justice and
understanding while producing more compassionate and successful results.
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Integration of Empirical Evidence

While highlighting the significance of subjective experiences, scientific data
from the fields of neurology and psychology can greatly improve our
understanding of the deterministic nature of decision-making processes. It is
possible to accomplish this integration through public awareness campaigns and
educational initiatives. Significant evidence from the fields of neuroscience and
psychology suggests that deterministic elements, including genetic predispositions,
brain activity, and contextual influences, impact our decision-making processes
(Libet, 1999); Wegner, 2002). According to studies, different parts of the brain
are in charge of making different decisions, and a lot of the decisions we make
are the outcome of unconscious processes that take place before we become
conscious of them (Libet, 1985). Subjective perceptions of decision-making,
however, continue to be important since they support our feelings of autonomy
and accountability (Dennett, 2003). People can better comprehend the intricate
relationship between deterministic factors and personal agency by participating
in educational programs that elucidate the neuroscience behind decision-making.
The structure and function of the brain, the work of neurotransmitters, and how
the environment and heredity influence behavior should all be included in such
a curriculum. For instance, interactive modules in courses could allow students
to investigate how various brain regions influence decision-making and how
outside factors can change these processes. People can improve their self-
awareness and comprehension of their behavior by comprehending these
mechanisms, which promote personal development and well-informed decision-
making. Raising awareness of the deterministic character of decision-making
and the arbitrary experience of free will can be accomplished in large part
through public awareness campaigns. These campaigns can reach a large
audience and offer understandable explanations of difficult scientific subjects by
utilizing a variety of media platforms. Documentaries, social media posts, and
speeches by psychologists and neuroscientists, for example, can show how our
brains make decisions and how knowing these mechanisms can improve our
sense of agency. These programs can promote a more knowledgeable and
compassionate society by demystifying the science underlying decision-making.
Empirical data emphasizes the deterministic nature of decision-making, but it’s
important to keep in mind that subjective experiences also play a role. Our sense
of moral responsibility and self-worth continue to depend on our ability to make
decisions, deliberate, and control our behavior (Dennett, 2003). Through the
integration of neuroscience and psychology research findings into educational
initiatives and public awareness campaigns, a more profound comprehension of
the relationship between determinism and free choice can be promoted. This
method fosters a more complex understanding of human behavior that values
both the depth of subjective experience and scientific insights, in addition to
improving self-awareness and personal development.
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Legal and social reforms

To accept compatibilist determinism, legal and social reforms must strike a
balance between punishment and rehabilitation, recognizing the deterministic
factors influencing human behavior (Dennett, 2003; Pereboom, 2014). The
creation of comprehensive rehabilitation programs and judicial training can help
achieve this aim. Legal frameworks should integrate punitive measures with the
acknowledgment that human behavior arises from causal and environmental
determinants (Greene & Cohen, 2004). Rehabilitation programs can address the root
causes of criminal conduct—such as socioeconomic inequities, mental health
disorders, and educational deficiencies—while maintaining accountability
(Andrews & Bonta, 2010). Sentencing guidelines can thus include options like
community service, therapy, and vocational training alongside traditional punitive
measures (Ward & Maruna, 2007). This approach not only encourages personal
development and reduces recidivism but also aligns with justice theories that
recognize the complex determinants shaping individual decisions (Duff, 2001).
It is essential to equip judges and legal professionals with education grounded in
compatibilist determinism (Caruso, 2021). Such training would explore limits of
individual agency, psychological and environmental influences on conduct, and
relevant neuroscientific discoveries about decision-making (Greene & Cohen,
2004; Sapolsky, 2017). Workshops and case studies could illustrate how
deterministic insights inform judgments of culpability and responsibility. This
would allow legal professionals to make decisions that uphold accountability
while incorporating opportunities for rehabilitation and reform. Designing
rehabilitation programs that address the underlying causes of criminal behavior
is crucial. These programs should offer psychological counseling, substance-
abuse treatment, employment training, and educational opportunities (Andrews
& Bonta, 2010). Collaborative partnerships with community organizations and
healthcare institutions can provide holistic support that facilitates reintegration
into society (Ward & Maruna, 2007). By emphasizing prevention and
intervention, such initiatives can reduce the social and psychological factors
contributing to crime, ultimately enhancing public safety (Caruso, 2021). By
implementing these reforms, societies can create legal frameworks that uphold
justice while promoting social welfare and personal recovery. Judicial systems
informed by compatibilist determinism can deliver more equitable outcomes by
acknowledging the causal complexity of human behavior (Pereboom, 2014).
Comprehensive rehabilitation programs, in turn, enable individuals to transform
their lives and reintegrate meaningfully into society. In conclusion, compatibilist
determinism calls for legal institutions that balance punishment with
rehabilitation, educate legal professionals about the causal underpinnings of
conduct, and develop interventions addressing the roots of criminality. Such
reforms foster a just and compassionate society grounded in accountability and
human development.
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Conclusion

In essence, the discussion between Daniel Dennett and Sam Harris provides
important new perspectives on the complex interplay between determinism and
free choice. Dennett, a compatibilist, defines free will as the ability to act in line
with one’s reasons and preferences, formed by evolutionary processes, and
claims that this allows free will to coexist with determinism. According to his
viewpoint, our capacity for making decisions—which is impacted by both
biological and environmental factors—tetains its importance in terms of moral
responsibility and individual agency. This point of view links free will with
adaptive behaviours that are essential for survival and social cooperation,
emphasizing the evolutionary benefit of decision-making skills refined via
natural selection (Dennett, 2003). On the other side, Sam Harris challenges
conventional ideas of free will by approaching the discussion from a
deterministic perspective based on neurobiology. He contends that neurological
processes ultimately dictate human behavior, implying that decisions are shaped
by intricate brain interactions and external factors that are outside the realm of
conscious awareness. Harris’s deterministic viewpoint casts doubt on accepted
ideas of moral responsibility and have significant ramifications for our
comprehension of social norms and human conduct (Harris, 2012). This research
study proposes a compatibilist integration framework that combines
neuroscientific results with evolutionary concepts to attempt to reconcile these
seemingly disparate viewpoints. This approach preserves the fundamental
elements of moral agency and choice emphasized by Dennett while also
acknowledging the deterministic foundations of human behavior highlighted by
Harris. Combining both viewpoints implies that even if biological processes and
environmental factors influence our actions, they nevertheless have relevance in
terms of personal responsibility and ethical decision-making. This synthesis
provides new avenues for multidisciplinary research and encourages a more
nuanced understanding of free will, thus expanding the philosophical
conversation. More broadly, this discussion emphasizes how biology,
psychology, and philosophy interact intricately to comprehend human agency. It
inspires more research on how determinism affects legal systems, moral
standards, and public perceptions of individual accountability. Through an
acceptance of the deterministic limitations as well as the significant aspects of
human choice, this discussion pushes us to reevaluate and improve our
conceptions of free will in a way that is consistent with both ethical and scientific
reasoning. Ultimately, the debate between Dennett and Harris fosters ongoing
philosophical inquiry and interdisciplinary dialogue, urging scholars to explore
the complexities of free will and its impact on human experience. This discourse
underscores the need to combine philosophical analysis with scientific insights
for a better understanding of agency in a deterministically influenced world.
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