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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background and Definitions 

Since its publication in 2012, Sam Harris’ little book on free will and moral 
responsibility has proved persuasive for an audience not academically trained in philosophy. 
I wanted to find out for myself its allure. My purpose with this essay is to analyse the validity 
of the arguments presented. Each section of this essay deals with each of Harris’ nine 
chapters. I have tried to make each section self-contained with the aim that the reader can 
read one chapter of Harris and my corresponding commentary and get a good sense of 
where I am at. The trade-off for this benefit is that this essay is longer than usual. 

In this book, Harris has two key objectives. The first is to demolish the notion that 
human beings have true agency—that they can exercise free will—based on the scientific 
truth that all human actions have a physical cause (a brain state). The second objective is to 
show how this seemingly alarming conclusion about human agency need not diminish our 
sense of moral responsibility. 

First, let me define some philosophical terms that Harris uses in his book and that I 
add to in my analysis. 

‘Determinism’, as it applies to human behaviours, is the view that all human actions, 
both involuntary and voluntary, have a complete cause in terms of physical states of the 
brain and its processes. 

‘Indeterminism’ is the view that is the contrary of determinism, stating instead that 
at least some human behaviours are not fully caused by prior physical states. 

‘Libertarianism’ is the view that both determinism is false and that human beings 
have the capacity for free will. 

‘Hard determinism’ is the view that determinism is incompatible with a capacity for 
free will. 

‘Compatibilism’ is the view that determinism is not incompatible with a capacity for 
free will. 

‘Free will’ is defined differently by the opposing philosophical positions. However, it 
is generally agreed that ‘free will’ refers to genuine human agency and to the ability to have 
done otherwise under the same circumstances. 

‘Epiphenomenalism’ is a theory of the mind that posits that mental events have no 
causal powers; that they are simply inert by-products of other physical brain processes. 

The ‘identity theory of mind’ is a theory of the mind that posits that mental events 
are literally identical to physical brain events (as, say, ‘water’ is identical to ‘dihydrogen 
oxide’) and as such possess causal powers. 
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1.2 Book Chapters 

To give you a feel for the line of Harris’ reasoning and the structure of his book, I 
have summarised each chapter to its core ideas. 

In the first chapter, The Unconscious Origins of the Will, Harris draws on his own 
introspection and the famous Libet experiments to show how we are not the conscious 
authors of our actions that we think we are. Our brains have already decided for us what we 
will do before we do it. 

It’s in the next chapter, Changing the Subject, that Harris defends his view against 
the compatibilists who say that human beings exercising free will and the theory of 
determinism can both be true without any contradiction. Harris argues that the 
compatibilists are describing a kind of free will that is irrelevant to the way most people use 
the term. 

In the next very short chapter, Cause and Effect, Harris responds to those 
indeterminists who rely on possible quantum indeterminacy to underwrite free will. Even if 
our choices were indeterminate, Harris emphasizes, this fact makes free will and 
responsibility for our actions unexplainable. 

It’s in his fourth chapter, Choices, Efforts, Intentions, that Harris makes a radical 
U-turn in the direction of his argument. In this chapter, he seeks to resurrect the 
common-sense notions that our choices matter and that we bear moral and legal 
responsibility for our actions. 

The next chapter is again very short. In Might the Truth Be Bad for Us?, Harris 
concedes that for some people, accepting determinism leads to bad consequences. 
Nonetheless, for Harris, accepting this truth has made him a better person and has given 
him more control over his own life. 

The chapter on Moral Responsibility is where Harris puts most of his work in 
resurrecting our common-sense notions of right and wrong and moral responsibility. By 
working through five cases of unintentional and intentional killing, Harris tries to show how 
three factors—intention to do harm, character and risk to society—mediate how morally 
responsible we think a person is. 

In the chapter on Politics, Harris returns to the notion of the ‘“self made” man’, 
showing it to be a fiction. We still need to hold people to account, though, according to 
Harris, even if they can neither choose their genes nor their circumstances. 

Harris wraps up his case in his Conclusion, reinforcing one last time with the use of 
an experiment on himself how we are completely unaware of the cause of our ideas. For 
Harris, this shows free will to be a nonsensical concept. 
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1.3 Criminal Responsibility 

In his untitled introduction to his book (2012: 7–10), Harris begins his war against the 
notion of free will with the case of two criminals, Hayes and Komisarjevsky, who committed 
the cold-blooded murder of almost an entire family. How does this case show that free will 
is an illusion? Because their heinous crimes came about either because of their deprived and 
abusive upbringing or because they suffered a neurological disorder. In either case, Harris 
writes, determinism reigns and so, it seems, they are not responsible for their actions. 

Already in this introduction, Harris puts forward patently false propositions that he 
will repeat throughout the rest of his book. A recurring theme is that we have no real insight 
into why we do the things we do. For Hayes and Komisarjevsky in particular, ‘Whatever their 
conscious motives, these men cannot know why they are as they are’ [2012: 9]. But Harris 
himself gives us an unsubtle clue as to what they know about themselves. Harris tells us that 
for Komisarjevsky, ‘for as long as he can remember, he has known that he was “different” 
from other people, psychologically damaged, and capable of great coldness’ [2012: 8]. 

Harris then asks us to consider our reaction if we learned that both these criminals 
committed their acts as a result of undiagnosed brain tumours. Harris quizzes [2012: 9]:  

But a neurological disorder appears to be just a special case of physical events 
giving rise to thoughts and actions. Understanding the neurophysiology of the 
brain, therefore, would seem to be as exculpatory as finding a tumor in it. 

Sure, to a neuroscientist there is no substantive difference in the type of explanation 
for their respective behaviours. It’s all down to brain states, right? But neuroscientists are 
neither the victims in this case, nor their families, nor the judge and jury trying the criminal 
case. Harris moving from neuroscientific explanations to moral judgments in one sentence is 
way too fast. Here lies the persuasive force of many of Harris’ arguments. Suggesting 
rhetorically that morality is fundamentally about neurology, Harris sets the pattern of 
thinking for his readers from the get-go. 

Contra Harris, another way of seeing this heinous act as a special case and 
exculpatory is to think that it is so because violent acts resulting from a neurological 
disorder are out of character—not of the person’s making—as it was not within the control 
of the executive function of the person’s brain. Harris will return to cases such as this one in 
his chapter on Moral Responsibility. 

Another theme that Harris highlights repeatedly in order to kill free will is this idea 
that our thoughts simply pop into our heads unannounced. As Harris [2012: 9] puts it: ‘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’. 

This just seems nonsense. We know the psychological precursors to many of our 
intentions and we can control our thoughts. For example, I know my thought that I feel 
hungry is caused by my missing out on lunch. My intention to get some food into my belly 
arises from that feeling of hunger. As a second mundane example, my intention to focus my 
mind in the middle of the night on sleep-inducing boring thoughts (such as counting sheep) 
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comes from my desire to get some sleep. And that intention then shapes the kinds of 
thoughts I will have until I fall asleep. 

Time and again, Harris’ appeal to introspection seems to backfire. As when Harris 
[2012: 10] insists: 

Seeming acts of volition merely arise spontaneously (whether caused, uncaused, 
or probabilistically inclined, it makes no difference) and cannot be traced to a 
point of origin in our conscious minds. A moment or two of serious self-scrutiny, 
and you might observe that you no more decide the next thought you think than 
the next thought I write. 

Contra Harris’ confident assertion, a moment’s reflection reveals that conscious 
control over our thoughts is not a difficult task. For example, I can decide that my next 
thought will be about the first house I bought, or about the birth of my daughter. I can even 
decide my thoughts further into the future. I can set my timer for one hour, at which time 
I’ve resolved to put my mind to that overdue project I’m working on. 

In this chapter, Harris [2012: 10] declares what is in fact a false dilemma: ‘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.’ He goes on bombastically to 
announce: ‘No one has ever described a way in which mental and physical processes could 
arise that would attest to the existence of such freedom.’ 

There is a third way that Harris keeps from his readers. In fact, many reputable 
philosophers have described such a way, going back to the time of Aristotle. Most 
professional philosophers today think that determinism is compatible with free will and 
moral responsibility. These compatibilist philosophers are in the majority (59.2 percent), 
with only 11.2 percent of philosophers considering this question siding with Harris. (See 
Bourget Chalmers [2023: 7].) 

Of most importance in Harris’ introductory chapter is his setting of his objective for 
the rest of his book. He points out succinctly the two false assumptions upon which, he 
thinks, the popular conception of ‘free will’ rests. These two assumptions that Harris [2012: 
10] wants to disprove are: 

1. that each of us could have behaved differently than we did in the past, and 

2. that we are the conscious source of most of our thoughts and actions in the 
present 

On the first supposed misconception, I will show how Harris never seriously 
considers current compatibilist analyses of the term ‘free will’ that elucidate how we can 
have behaved differently even in a deterministic universe. 

On the second supposed misconception, Harris has already begun trying to rid us of 
this belief in this introduction. This effort continues through to the very end of his book. It is 
on his success in achieving his two stated objectives that I will assess the value of his book. 
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2. The Unconscious Origins of the Will 

2.1 A Litany of Muddles 

Harris devotes his first titled chapter, The Unconscious Origins of the Will, to the 
supposed second misconception of free will believers: ‘that we are the conscious source of 
most of our thoughts and actions in the present’ [2012: 10]. Harris uses a number of 
examples to make his point. Do these examples really show what he thinks they show? 

His first example is his choosing coffee over tea one morning. Why did he choose 
coffee and not tea? He says, ‘I am in no position to know’ [2012: 11]. To the question, ‘Did I 
consciously choose coffee over tea?’, he answers emphatically: ‘No’ [2012: 11]. But both 
these responses are patently absurd. He clearly chose coffee over tea that morning for the 
straightforward reason that that’s what he felt like that morning. Secondly, if he did not 
consciously choose coffee over tea, then who did? Or did he choose it unconsciously? He 
relieves us of the mystery. It was not he who chose coffee. ‘The choice was made for me by 
events in my brain . . .’ [2012: 11], he tells us. So, it’s not people that make choices, it’s 
events in the brain. 

The problem for Harris here is that he does not even believe his own conclusion. In 
the very next paragraph, he recounts how the physiologist Libet chose to use EEG in his 
experiments and how his experimental subjects chose to press one of two levers. There is 
no talk here of brains choosing, only this person or that person choosing. And so on for the 
hundreds of other instances of choosing that Harris mentions in his book. This is Harris’ first 
philosophical muddle. 

The second muddle is Harris’ idea that because his choice of coffee is ‘the product of 
unconscious causes’, this entails that his intention did not ‘originate in consciousness’ [2012: 
11]. This is a false dichotomy. His choice is the result of physical brain events (the 
‘unconscious causes’), as he says. But they can equally be the result of psychological causes 
that are part of the inventory of ‘folk psychology’ that we use every day to explain human 
actions. So, in this case, we can say that Harris choosing coffee is the result of his love of 
coffee, the belief that he has coffee in front of him and his stronger desire for coffee over 
tea. Harris doesn’t say why this causal explanation in terms of mental events and properties 
won’t work in parallel with his physical brain-event explanation. This challenge to Harris is 
especially acute considering that in his fourth chapter he shifts to the view that mental 
events are causally efficacious in ‘leading to specific behaviors’ [p. 29]. 

A third muddle is Harris’ thinking that we are simply passive observers of our own 
mental lives. His example of choosing coffee over tea simply does not show what he thinks 
introspection reveals to us; that when it comes to choosing, I am simply ‘the conscious 
witness of my thoughts and actions’ [2012: 11]. A moment’s reflection reveals that we can 
be actors and not simply observers of our mental lives. I can decide, for example, that my 
next thought will be about the towns I will visit during my upcoming holiday or about my 
university days. I can even plan today my thoughts for tomorrow. I can decide now that 
tomorrow I will spend an hour in the morning finishing off this essay. Likewise, it’s within 
Harris’ capacity to decide that next morning he will choose tea instead of coffee. 
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The fourth mistake is in thinking that even if it is a false assumption that ‘we are the 
conscious source of most of our thoughts and actions in the present’ [2012: 10], this is at all 
relevant to the question of free will. We may be on autopilot most of the time. However, 
there are times at which we consciously reflect on the choices before us, weigh the reasons 
for and against each option and then choose accordingly. For example, my partner and I 
deliberated long and hard over whether to move house. It’s just nonsense to say that this 
act of volition did ‘merely arise spontaneously’ [2012: 10], as Harris does. This example of 
uncoerced deliberation about where one lives is a paradigm case of choosing freely. 

A fifth muddle is exposed in Harris’ [2012: 12] description of a fictitious group of 
scientists predicting accurately the reader’s thoughts and actions throughout the day. 
Harris’ proposed ‘perfect neuroimaging device’ is able to predict all thoughts and actions a 
few seconds in advance. In fact, this scenario could never be a reality as there will be 
unexpected external events that happen in those few seconds following the neuroimaging 
that change the conditions of choice. (For example, I end up not choosing that magazine 
because someone chooses it before me. Or I choose to answer a phone call on my mobile 
phone from an unexpected caller.) Let’s leave aside this impossibility and imagine Harris’ 
scenario to be possible. 

Harris surmises that this scenario exposes our feeling of free will as ‘an illusion’. He 
urges: ‘If the laws of nature do not strike most of us as incompatible with free will, that is 
because we have not imagined how human behavior would appear if all cause-and-effect 
relationships were understood’ [2012: 13]. But how so? Many of us have imagined how 
voluntary human behaviour appears in the light of determinism and see no conflict. (In fact, 
according to a recent world wide survey of professional philosophers [Bourget and Chalmers 
2023: 7] who have examined this question, 59.2 percent of them conclude that free will and 
determinism are compatible.) 

Harris’ fictitious scenario only has its persuasive force if we assume that the term 
‘free’ in ‘free will’ means ‘uncaused’ or ‘without sufficient causation’. But why should we 
think so? Many phrases with ‘free’ as the first word have nothing to do with 
‘cause-and-effect relationships’. Here are some common examples: ‘free hand’, ‘free 
thought’, ‘free range’, ‘free mind’, ‘free market’, ‘free fall’, ‘free consent’, ‘free competition’, 
‘free evening’, ‘free pass’ and ‘free skating’. In all of these cases, ‘free’ refers to something 
akin to ‘unhindered’. Harris gives us no reason to think the locution ‘free will’ is different. He 
simply assumes that ‘free’ means what he thinks it means. 

Secondly, even when the underlying ‘cause-and-effect relationships’ are exposed in 
these cases of freedom, such exposure does not render the freedom as an ‘illusion’. Take a 
‘free hand’ drawing or a ‘free range’ chicken. We all accept that hands drawing and chickens 
ranging are constrained by the laws of nature. But we don’t think thereby that the freedom 
of the hand and the freedom of the chicken are an ‘illusion’. 

These muddles are simply repeated throughout Harris’ text. Towards the end of the 
chapter, Harris [2012: 14] opines: 

But where intentions themselves come from, and what determines their 
character in every instance, remains perfectly mysterious in subjective terms. . . . 
We do not know what we intend to do until the intention itself arises. 
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This is nonsense. For example, I know my intention to enrol at university came from 
my love of studying and of philosophy developed over a long period. I know my intention to 
eat my lunch came from my feeling of hunger and from not having eaten for several hours. 
And in many cases, I do know what I intend to do long before the intention arises. For 
example, I know when I awake tomorrow morning I will intend to get out of bed. 

At the end of the chapter, Harris introduces his own mystery when attempting to 
rescue the importance of the distinction between voluntary and involuntary actions after 
trying his hardest to demolish it. Harris [2012: 15] urges: 

The freedom to do what one intends, and not to do otherwise, is no less valuable 
than it ever was. Having a gun to your head is still a problem worth rectifying, 
wherever intentions come from. 

But why is having a gun to your head a problem for Harris if we have no idea what 
we will think and intend when that happens? On Harris’ own schema, it may be the case 
that when someone holds a gun to your head, you may think this a good thing. You won’t 
know until someone does it and you find yourself reacting the way you do. Harris owes us 
an explanation for why it is now a ‘problem’. These are the kinds of knots that we see Harris 
tying himself in as he tries to reconcile our supposed lack of authorship of our mental states 
with the importance of voluntary choice. 
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2.2 Libet Experiments 

In this chapter, Harris not only relies on the results of introspection. He calls upon 
the experiments of Libet and his successors to show how functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI) can be used to ‘predict with 80 percent accuracy a person’s decision to move 
700 milliseconds before he became aware of it’ [2012: 12]. As a defence of determinism, 
Harris needs to say much more here. A libertarian can justifiably respond that Libet’s 70 
percent and later fMRI studies’ 80 percent predictive success rate is far from confirming the 
thesis of determinism. Those results leave plenty of wriggle room for an indeterminist 
interpretation of ‘free will’. (For a much more comprehensive review of these kinds of 
experiments and a more cautious conclusion drawn from them, see Sapolsky [2023: ch. 2]). 

Another example of Harris’ overreach here is his dismissal of the distinction between 
‘higher’ and ‘lower’ systems in the brain as a response to Libet-style experiments. Harris 
[2012: 12] boldly announces: ‘There will always be some delay between the first 
neurophysiological events that kindle my next conscious thought and the thought itself’. 
However, he offers no evidence for this supposition about higher-level thinking—a type of 
thinking that is very much different to button pressing. But no matter for Harris if a 
time-delay can’t be found for higher-level thinking: ‘I cannot decide what I will next think or 
intend until a thought or intention arises’ [2012: 12]. We’re back to repeating muddle 
number three to reject free will out of hand. 

He drives his point against freedom of the will home with his next question and his 
own answer: ‘What will my next mental state be? I do not know—it just happens’ [2012: 
12]. His final rhetorical question seals the coffin on free will: ‘Where is the freedom in that?’ 
If all mental states arise from unconscious and unknown prior physical states, then, for 
Harris, the case is closed. 

The picture that Harris paints in this chapter is that of his conscious mind always 
being on autopilot, with his brain sitting in the driver’s seat. Harris is just going along for the 
ride. He doesn’t have a blindfold on, so he’s aware of where he is. But each moment in his 
journey is a complete surprise as he’s never told his next stop. He just suddenly appears, 
without any forewarning. I’ll call this ‘helpless puppet’ version of Harris that we find in this 
chapter, Harris v. 1. 

It’s important to note that what Harris seems to be suggesting here is known as an 
‘epiphenomenalist’ account of mind-brain interaction. With this kind of account, mental 
events have no causal power. They are simply inert by-products of physical processes in the 
brain. This way of looking at mental events suits Harris’ purpose here in denying genuine 
human agency (e.g., ‘The choice was made for me by events in my brain . . .’ [2012: 11].) 
However, Harris will later take back this view, switching to an idea more akin to the Identity 
Theory of mind as he wants to bring back the view of human agency in which our minds 
actually cause stuff to happen. As he writes later: ‘Decisions, intentions, efforts, goals, 
willpower, etc., are causal states of the brain, leading to specific behaviors, and behaviors 
lead to outcomes in the world’ [2012: 29]. 
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3. Changing the Subject 

3.1 ‘Could Have’ or ‘Couldn’t Have’? 

In this next chapter on Changing the Subject, Harris attempts to respond to 
compatibilist thinkers who argue that the notions of free will and determinism are not 
mutually inconsistent. Unfortunately, Harris [2012: 16] begins the chapter by misnaming the 
key positions. In his second paragraph, where he refers to ‘determinism’ and ‘determinists’, 
he means ‘hard determinism’ and ‘hard determinists’. Although he tries to clear up the 
distinctions in the final part of the paragraph, it can give the mistaken impression that 
compatibilists are soft on determinism. 

Harris makes two attempts to address the arguments of compatibilists. With his first 
attempt, Harris reasonably faithfully portrays the essence of compatibilism when he writes: 
‘Compatibilists generally claim that a person is free as long as he is free from any outer or 
inner compulsions that would prevent him from acting on his actual desires and intentions’ 
[2012: 17]. However, he then refuses to engage with this account. He simply dismisses it 
because he thinks it’s not the free will that ‘most people feel they have’ [2012: 17]. 

In line with the indeterminist libertarians, he proclaims that the ‘freedom that we 
presume for ourselves and readily attribute to others is felt to slip the influence of 
impersonal background causes’ [2012: 17]. Harris offers no evidence for his assumption. I 
suspect he has not read the studies undertaken over the last couple of decades that attempt 
to answer this question about what the lay person means by ‘free will’. By my reckoning, the 
evidence to date seems to point the other way; that the person on the street uses a 
compatibilist sense of ‘free will’ when making judgments about choosing freely. (See my 
review of four such studies in Allan [2016b], ‘Psychological Research on Free Will Intuitions: 
A Critical Review’.) 

For Harris, if free will ‘means anything’ [2012: 17], it means unconditional freedom 
unrestricted by the laws of physics. He illustrates with the case of rapists and murderers: 

To say that they were free not to rape and murder is to say that they could have 
resisted the impulse to do so (or could have avoided feeling such an impulse 
altogether)—with the universe, including their brains, in precisely the same state 
it was in at the moment they committed their crimes. 

Now, Harris is assuming here that the only possible meaning of ‘could have’ is in the 
unconditional sense in which, given the laws of physics and the initial state of the universe, 
the rape and murder by these criminals does not necessarily follow. (To put it more 
technically, given statements describing the laws of physics and the initial conditions, the 
description of these criminals’ rape and murder is not logically deducible.) 

However, in these kinds of human interest cases, this is not what we ordinarily mean 
by ‘could have’. In these kinds of cases, in ordinary speech we are relying on the conditional 
meaning of ‘could have’. 
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For example, writing about the Mercedes-AMG One hypercar’s breaking of the 
production car record at the Nürburgring, Frankel [2022] observed that ‘the car could have 
gone faster still’. Now, Frankel didn’t mean that if the race organizers were able to 
repeatedly wind the clock back precisely to the point in time at which the race started, with 
some of these wind backs the car could have broken the laws of physics to go faster than it 
did. Of course, that is nonsense. What Frankel meant is that the car had the capability to go 
faster than it actually did; that if the external conditions had been different, it would have 
done so. Frankel even specified which conditions at the time impeded the car displaying its 
full racing capacity: ‘The track temperature was lower than the tyres would have liked and 
the surface both damp and dirty in certain key places’. It’s not the case that Frankel’s use of 
‘could have’ is deviant or unconventional. This use is common and standard. For other 
examples see, Williams-Smith [2020] and Schmitt [2021]. (I give more examples in Allan 
[2016a: sec. 7].) 

In the same vein, to say that some rapists and murderers could have resisted the 
impulse to rape and murder is to say that they had the capacity to not rape and murder. 
That is, their cognitive capacities for weighing options was intact, they had sufficient 
regulative control over their volitions, and so on. Congruent with the racing car being absent 
of some catastrophic mechanical malfunction, we see rapists and murderers exercising the 
capacity for free will in those cases in which they are not suffering some cognitive, conative 
or affective malfunction such as a brain tumour, mental illness, addiction, and so on. For 
both cases (the racing car and the criminals), in judging whether they could have done 
otherwise, we describe their nature (in the case of the racing car) and their characters (in 
the case of the criminals) and then figure out how they would act under different external 
circumstances. If there are cases in which they would have done differently, then we 
conclude that they could have done otherwise. (I give this kind of standard compatibilist 
analysis in Allan [2016a], ‘Free Will and Compatibilism’.) 

To his discredit, Harris does not consider seriously this kind of ‘capacities’ 
compatibilist account of ‘could have’ and the meaning of ‘free will’. This is disappointing 
considering that Harris has a degree in philosophy from Stanford University. His lack of 
appetite for doing serious philosophical analysis of the ‘free will’ problem is made all too 
clear with his dismissive remarks about his compatibilist colleagues: ‘Compatibilists have 
produced a vast literature in an effort to finesse this problem. More than in any other area 
of academic philosophy, the result resembles theology’ [2012: 18]. Ironically, Harris doesn’t 
count his own use of ‘could have’ in this conditional sense as theological. Later on page 42, 
he goes against his own hard determinist advice in opining: ‘Our system of justice should 
reflect an understanding that any of us could have been dealt a very different hand in life.’ 
Just how the universe ‘could have’ dealt us a different hand when this means fixing the 
initial state of the universe and replaying the tape is left unexplained. It’s only when pressed 
by professional philosopher and (now deceased) friend, Daniel Dennett, that Harris 
concedes this other relevant and important conditional meaning of ‘could have’ when he 
admits: ‘Yes, there are two readings of “could”—and you find only one of them interesting’ 
[Harris 2014]. 
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3.2 Classical and Contemporary Compatibilism 

On the next page, Harris gives a second but different summary of the compatibilist 
approach: ‘According to compatibilists, if a man wants to commit murder, and does so 
because of this desire, his actions attest to his freedom of will [2012: 18]’. With this account, 
Harris chooses to engage. However, he is in combat with a straw man of his own making. 
Harris here is describing a classical compatibilist account from the period of the 
Enlightenment (e.g., Hume, Hobbes). This kind of account was abandoned by most 
compatibilists because it failed to accommodate those ‘inner compulsions’ (e.g., drug 
addiction, mental illness, brain damage) that make certain kinds of choices unfree. 

Harris proceeds quickly to dispatch this account with the observation that we have 
competing desires and how ‘one of these opposing desires inexplicably triumphs over its 
rivals [2012: 18]’. The examples that Harris uses here are not convincing. When our desires 
compete for attention, why one wins out over the other in many cases is not at all 
inexplicable. Take Harris’ first example of the reader choosing to play with their children 
when they are also wanting to finish their work. In the end, the reader may choose to play 
with their children because bonding with them is more important to the reader than some 
contrived short-term work goal. With Harris’ third example, the reader may choose to buy 
the computer even though they want to save money because they reason that buying the 
computer will save them money in the long run. There is no mystery there. 

The larger failing is that in putting up a straw man, Harris has avoided engaging with 
more sophisticated contemporary reasons-responsive and identification/character-based 
accounts. (For a survey of contemporary accounts, see the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy entry on Compatibilism [McKenna and Coates 2024].) These kinds of accounts 
highlight the role reasons have in deciding between competing desires on the one hand and 
the types of satisfied desires that are central to free choice on the other. 

My own 4C compatibilist theory that I outline in ‘Free Will and Compatibilism’ [Allan 
2016a: sec. 4] combines a reasons-responsive account (‘Cognition’) with an 
identification/character-based account (‘Character’) to give a more comprehensive analysis 
of free will that can make sense of all cases. To that end, I include the further two criteria of 
‘Compulsion’, in order to recognize the introspective feeling of compulsion in some cases, 
and ‘Control’, in order to eliminate cases of third-party control (e.g., brain implant, 
brainwashing). 

All four criteria can be wrapped up with the central idea that freedom of the will is a 
characteristic of an autonomous, conscious agent who can reason and deliberate about 
alternative courses of action. Such a person is constituted by their character and that within 
the bounds of this character, the agent faces a range of options on how to act in a given 
situation. When this range is encumbered or restricted by either subverting the person’s 
character or compromising their capacity for rational deliberation and action, the person’s 
freedom is diminished. 

Now Harris sees a deeper problem with the compatibilist account than just the fact 
that our desires compete for attention. Harris [2012: 18] asks rhetorically: 
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. . . for where is the freedom in wanting what one wants without any internal 
conflict whatsoever? Where is the freedom in being perfectly satisfied with your 
thoughts, intentions, and subsequent actions when they are the products of prior 
events that you had absolutely no hand in creating? 

Harris illustrates his point with how he did ‘feel absolutely at peace’ with his decision 
to drink a glass of water [2012: 18]. He asks: ‘Where is the freedom in this?’ Now, one could 
ask rhetorically from the other side: How exactly does the absence of conflict in his decision 
to drink that glass of water deny him free will? Harris was not threatened with harm if he 
did not drink the water, drinking the water followed from his basic desire to quench his 
thirst and he was fully cognizant of his choice. What more does he need for freedom? If his 
choice to drink the water had run counter to his beliefs and desires and had appeared 
completely out of nowhere, we’d naturally say he had no free will in that instance. Quite the 
opposite is true. In actual fact, his voluntary decision to drink the water without hindrance is 
a paradigm case of acting with a free will. 

So, for Harris, the compatibilist can’t win either way. The compatibilist loses in cases 
in which our desires compete and they equally lose in cases in which there is no such 
internal conflict. And why? It’s not because Harris has unpacked the compatibilist’s analysis. 
It’s simply because, for Harris, your thoughts, intentions and subsequent actions are ‘the 
product of prior events that you had absolutely no hand in creating [2012: 18]. We are back 
to Harris’ muddle number 3. 

We also see here muddle number 4. Think back to my prior examples in the previous 
section of making a drawing ‘free hand’ and of a ‘free range’ chicken running about. Each of 
these cases of free action is equally the result of prior events that the hand (on the one 
hand [pun intended]) and the chicken (on the other) had ‘absolutely no hand in creating’, 
and yet we don’t reject on that account that these actions are free. The muddle is in 
thinking that the word ‘free’ appearing in a phrase always entails that the free entity 
controlled the circumstances of its existence. 

Harris’ tortured thinking here leads him to expressing further absurdities. Whether 
Harris decided to drink the water or decided to do something else, he opines that he is 
‘nevertheless compelled to do what I effectively want’ [2012: 18]. This just sounds odd as 
doing what you want to do without any external coercion is a paradigm case of lack of 
‘compulsion’. Harris claims that he best understands what the common folk mean by ‘free 
will’. However, it turns out that accepting his advice leads to the torture of other common 
words in our language. 

Going on to discuss how he could not influence his prior desire for water, Harris 
seems to make a concession to the compatibilist position. Harris [2012: 19] writes: ‘And 
there is no way I can influence my desires—for what tools of influence would I use? Other 
desires?’ I’m not sure how Harris answers his own rhetorical question here. His following 
two sentences seem disconnected from this rhetorical point. However, answering either 
way does not help his case. 

If Harris answers, ‘No, not with other desires’, then he is mistaken. There are many 
times when we use a higher-level desire to influence a lower-level desire. For example, in 
my earlier years, I drew upon my higher-level desire to be healthy to motivate me to 
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eliminate my desire for smoking. For another example, in order to avoid disrupting a lecture 
I am attending, I distract myself from my feeling of hunger and urge to go out to eat. Here 
again, I use my higher-level desire for education to mitigate my lower-level desire for food. 
On the other hand, if Harris answers, ‘Yes, with other desires’, to his question, he makes a 
crucial concession to compatibilists in conceding that at times we can control our thoughts, 
desires and intentions. 
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3.3 Harris–Dennett Dialogue 

Harris ends the chapter with a critique of Dennett’s account of human agency, where 
he thinks Dennett has done a ‘bait and switch’ [2012: 21]. For Harris, compatibilists like 
Dennett ‘change the subject: They trade a psychological fact—the subjective experience of 
being a conscious agent—for a conceptual understanding of ourselves as persons’ [2012: 
21]. Dennett [2014] has made his own reply, so I won’t repeat here the incisive points that 
Dennett makes. (I make some further minor remarks on Harris’ reply to Dennett in my 
page-by-page commentary [Allan 2024a] of Harris’ text.) 

In his response to Harris, Dennett [2014] tries to untangle Harris’ argument. 
However, in his reply to Dennett, Harris [2014] seems to have girded the position of the 
compatibilists he is trying to counter. Harris [2014] writes in his defence: ‘The popular, folk 
psychological sense of free will is a moment-to-moment experience, not a theory about the 
mind. It is primarily a first-person fact, not a third-person account of how human beings 
function.’ 

As with other compatibilists, I agree here with Harris’ metaphysically agnostic 
interpretation of ‘free will’. I try to prosecute the case for this agnostic approach by drawing 
extensively on common usage in Allan [2016b], ‘Free Will and Compatibilism’. It’s that 
first-person feeling of not being compelled to choose by external forces that I incorporate in 
my 4C model of free will as the criterion of being free from ‘Compulsion’. As an expansion of 
Harris’ idea here, I also incorporate as key criteria for choosing freely two other felt senses. 
First, the sense of having the cognitive capacity (‘Cognition’) to be aware of one’s situation 
and to make informed decisions. Second, the sense of choosing in a way that expresses 
one’s personhood (‘Character’) in line with one’s established beliefs, desires and values. 

After encouraging Dennett to stay with the ‘first-person fact’ of (illusory) felt 
experience, Harris then shifts abruptly to a ‘third-person account’, a type of perspective he 
has been railing against. Harris [2014] writes: 

The moment you show that a person’s thoughts and actions were determined by 
events that he did not and could not see, feel, or anticipate, his third-person 
account of himself may remain unchanged (“Of course, I know that much of what 
goes on in my brain is unconscious, determined by genes, and so forth. So 
what?”), but his first-person sense of autonomy comes under immediate 
pressure—provided he is paying attention. 

Let’s leave aside the question of why this person would feel under immediate 
pressure to give up his sense of autonomy after they were informed of a fact (i.e., his 
thoughts and actions are determined) that he already knew to be true. Importantly, what 
started out as Harris’ idea of ‘free will’ as expressly excluding a ‘theory about the mind’ and 
avoiding an ‘account of how human beings function’ shifts dramatically. By the end of the 
very next paragraph, Harris’ meaning of ‘free will’ presumes the truth that the mind is a 
mechanistically determined entity. 

Harris is right that the ordinary person’s notion of ‘free will’ is metaphysically 
neutral. So, it is disappointing that after pointing out the subjective feeling of willing and 
acting freely, Harris so quickly falls back into his mantra of dismissing ‘free will’ because of 
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its supposed metaphysical assumption of mind independence from physical causality. In his 
reply to Dennett, Harris [2014] repeats: ‘And if what a person is unconscious of are the 
antecedent causes of everything he thinks and does, this fact makes a mockery of the 
subjective freedom he feels he has.’ However, it can’t be a mockery if the ‘subjective’ 
feeling is neutral about the metaphysics of mind, as Harris at first insisted. Let’s add this to 
the list of Harris’ flip-flops and muddles. 
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4. Cause and Effect 

In this chapter on Cause and Effect, Harris counters the arguments of those 
indeterminists who try to base the reality of free will on random quantum processes. It is 
interesting to note that the reductio ad absurdum counterarguments that Harris poses can 
be turned equally against Harris’ view of mind. Harris [2012: 24] observes: 

And if certain of my behaviours are truly the result of chance, they should be 
surprising even to me. How would neurological ambushes of this kind make me 
free? 

Imagine what your life would be like if all your actions, intentions, beliefs, and 
desires were randomly “self-generated” in this way. You would scarcely seem to 
have a mind at all. You would live as one blown about by an internal wind. 

The problem here for Harris is that being blown about by an internal wind (opaque 
neural events) and neurological ambushes (my brain made me do it) have been the 
unwavering story he has been telling us for the first two chapters. Does that mean on Harris’ 
account we scarcely have a mind at all? 

This chapter marks the point in his book that Harris makes a radical U-turn so that he 
can rescue the notion of moral responsibility (albeit unsuccessfully). Up to this juncture, 
Harris has been stressing how we know nothing of the causes of our thoughts and 
intentions. Here are some examples: 

Thoughts and intentions emerge from background causes of which we are 
unaware and over which we exert no conscious control. [2012: 9] 

Seeming acts of volition merely arise spontaneously (whether caused, uncaused, 
or probabilistically inclined, it makes no difference) and cannot be traced to a 
point of origin in our conscious minds. [2012: 10] 

Did I consciously choose tea over coffee? No. The choice was made for me by 
events in my brain that I, as the conscious witness of my thoughts and actions, 
could not inspect or influence. [2012: 11] 

The intention to do one thing and not another does not originate in 
consciousness—rather, it appears in consciousness, as does any thought or 
impulse that might oppose it. [2012: 11] 

What will my next mental state be? I do not know—it just happens. [2012: 12] 

But where intentions themselves come from, and what determines their 
character in every instance, remains perfectly mysterious in subjective terms. 
[2012: 14] 

Where is the freedom when one of these opposing desires inexplicably triumphs 
over its rival? [2012: 18] 

My mental life is simply given to me by the cosmos. [2012: 19] 
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In this chapter, all that ignorance, surprise and mystery is gone. Because Harris 
wants to rescue the notion of moral responsibility (coming up in his chapter on Moral 
Responsibility), he now needs to claim that our thoughts and intentions are comprehensible 
and predictable within the system of known psychological laws. As Harris [2012: 24] puts it: 

Actions, intentions, beliefs, and desires can exist only in a system that is 
significantly constrained by patterns of behavior and the laws of 
stimulus-response. The possibility of reasoning with other human beings—or, 
indeed, of finding their behaviors and utterances comprehensible at all—depends 
on the assumption that their thoughts and actions will obediently ride the rails of 
a shared reality. 

I’ll call this ‘rational agent’ version of Harris that we find in this chapter, Harris v. 2. 
I’ll show how this tension between the earlier Harris v. 1 ‘helpless puppet’ view and the new 
Harris v. 2 view plays out in the coming chapters as confusion piled upon confusion. 

  



Leslie Allan  Sam Harris, Free Will and Moral Responsibility  

 Downloaded from https://www.RationalRealm.com 20 

5. Choices, Efforts, Intentions 

5.1 Harris’ Two Theories of Mind 

Harris states up front that the purpose of this chapter on choices, efforts and 
intentions is to preserve the important distinction we make between voluntary and 
involuntary actions, and with it ‘our most important moral and legal concerns’ [2012: 27]. In 
this chapter, we’ll see Harris go back on his previous Harris v. 1 ‘helpless puppet’ theory of 
mind to advocate for his v. 2 ‘rational agent’ theory that is more suited to his current 
purpose. 

Let me remind the reader of the Harris v. 1 ‘helpless puppet’ theory of mind. This 
earlier version looks just like a form of epiphenomenalism in which it is only our brains that 
cause stuff to happen, with our minds simply going along for the ride. That we are 
completely unaware of the preceding brain events makes the source of our thoughts and 
intentions ‘perfectly mysterious’ [2012: 14]. Recall how in earlier chapters, Harris was 
certain that true human agency is a chimera. 

The choice was made for me by events in my brain . . . [2012: 11] 

People feel (or presume) an authorship of their thoughts and actions that is 
illusory. [2012: 21] 

There is no question that our attribution of agency can be gravely in error. I am 
arguing that it always is. [2012: 22] 

The Harris v. 1 ‘helpless puppet’ theory of mind is best captured in the following 
schematic. 

Diagram 1 – Harris v. 1 epiphenomenalist theory of mind 

 Attribution: GerryShaw [CC BY-SA 4.0 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0)] Source: clipart-library.com 
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The arrows indicate the direction of causation. As you can see, on Harris’ v. 1 theory, 
intentions are causally inert, with the real work only being done by neurons in the brain. 

So, to take an earlier morally significant example of Harris’, the murders and rapes 
committed by criminals Hayes and Komisarjevsky were as they both intended. However, 
Harris [2012: 9] suggests their neurophysiological processes morally exculpatory as it was 
these physical events in their brains that gave rise to their thoughts and actions. 

Harris’ shift to his v. 2 ‘rational agent’ theory of mind starts with his recognizing that 
‘much of our behaviour’ depends on ‘conscious awareness’ [2012: 28]. But how can that be 
when all along he has emphasized our lack of agency due to the real work being done by 
neuronal events in our brains? To explain his case, Harris [2012: 28] gives us this example: 

I might unconsciously shift in my seat, but I cannot unconsciously decide that the 
pain in my back warrants a trip to a physical therapist. To do the latter, I must 
become aware of the pain and be consciously motivated to do something about 
it. Perhaps it would be possible to build an insentient robot capable of these 
states—but in our case, certain behaviours seem to require the presence of 
conscious thought. 

But on Harris own account, he can, in principle, explain his trip to the therapist 
completely in neurophysiological terms, without any reference to the mental. (I refer the 
reader back to Harris’ discussion of Hayes and Komisarjevsky, and the Libet experiments.) To 
now write that ‘certain behaviours seem to require the presence of conscious thought’ is a 
stark contradiction to the key message in Harris’ previous chapters. 

Another glaring contradiction is his new idea that thoughts can cause other 
thoughts. His awareness of the pain is now a cause of his intention to visit his therapist. Up 
to this point, Harris has been telling us that the ‘intention to do one thing and not another 
does not originate in consciousness’ [2012: 11] and how the source of our thoughts and 
intentions is ‘perfectly mysterious’ [2012: 14]. 

Paradoxically, Harris in the very next breath continues to emphasize just how ‘the 
next choice you make will come out of the darkness of prior causes that you, the conscious 
witness of your experience, did not bring into being’ [2012: 29]. That’s so you don’t forget 
that ‘free will’ is not a thing. 

Harris [2012: 29] most succinctly articulates his new theory of mind v. 2 when he 
tells us how he wrote his book: 

My choice to write it was unquestionably the primary cause of its coming into 
being. Decisions, intentions, efforts, goals, willpower, etc., are causal states of the 
brain, leading to specific behaviors, and behaviors lead to outcomes in the world. 

Harris’ new approach here is akin to that of the Identity Theorist and contrasts 
sharply with his earlier account [2012: 13] that he gives in his first chapter where he tells us 
that: 

There is no question that (most, if not all) mental events are the product of 
physical events. The brain is a physical system, entirely beholden to the laws of 
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nature—and there is every reason to believe that changes in its functional state 
and material structure entirely dictate our thoughts and actions. 

There, mental events are caused by physical brain events that dictate their 
character. But now, in Harris v. 2, mental events are physical events. This radical change in 
perspective is essential for Harris’ move from viewing our mental lives as being pushed 
around mysteriously by unknowable brain states to seeing our mental lives as enmeshed in 
an intelligible interplay of brain systems interacting with a world we perceive in common. 
The former perspective emphasizes our supposed lack of free will while the latter seeks to 
reincorporate us into the realm of agency and moral responsibility. Ironically, Harris charges 
the compatibilists with a ‘bait and switch’ [2012: 21], but I see this change in Harris’ view of 
mind as the real bait and switch. 

Looking back over Harris’ earlier chapters, the tension between his v. 1 theory of 
mind and his v. 2 theory is apparent. Even while touting his v. 1 theory that conscious 
thoughts cannot be the cause of other conscious thoughts, he is assuming the contrary to be 
true. In particular, his asking his readers to do some imagining assumes the very truth of 
what he is denying. On page 12, he writes: ‘If the laws of nature do not strike most of us as 
incompatible with free will, that is because we have not imagined how human behavior 
would appear if all cause-and-effect relationships were understood.’ 

Here, Harris is inviting his reader to perform a thought experiment that he assumes 
will (in part) cause the reader to change another of their thoughts; their belief in free will. If 
Harris did not think the mental state of imagining would make it possible or likely to bring 
about that other mental state of forming a new belief, then why ask the reader to engage in 
his proposed imagining? 

Similarly, on page 22, Harris asks the reader to imagine a person claiming to have no 
need to eat any food as a way for Harris to convince the reader that compatibilists are 
wrong. On page 25, Harris asks the reader again to imagine a life in which all of their mental 
states and actions were self-generated with the hope that this will cause the reader to 
believe that indeterminism is false. Harris includes even more examples further on as he 
assumes that his asking the reader to imagine certain states of affairs will lead them to 
change their beliefs. In all of these cases, Harris is assuming that some mental states cause 
other future mental states. I think we can add this to Harris’ ever-growing list of muddles. 
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5.2 Flip-flop, Flip-flop 

Getting back to Harris’ later theory of mind, let me illustrate it with this diagram: 

Diagram 2 – Harris v. 2 Identity Theory of Mind 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The arrows indicate the direction of causation. Compared with Harris v. 1, on Harris 
v. 2 the source of intentions remains mysterious. The difference now is that intentions are 
causally active in producing bodily behaviours. 

So, to take the same earlier morally significant example of Harris , the actions of 
criminals Hayes and Komisarjevsky resulted in harmful murders and rapes. Their intentions 
now matter to Harris as they were the cause of the harmful actions. 

 

Harris is consistent in arguing against Dennett that he himself is (and only is) his 
conscious mind. The upshot is that on his new theory of mind (v. 2) in which his mental 
states are brain states, his decisions, intentions, efforts, goals, willpower, and so on, are part 
of him and so have causal efficacy in bringing about his voluntary behaviours. One serious 
problem for Harris arises from his continuing to insist that his conscious states seem to 
appear from nowhere (so no free will). For Harris, he is the driver pushing things, but he 
himself is being pushed by unknowable and mysterious physical forces. 

Here is where Harris v. 1 and Harris v. 2 collide. If, as Harris now says, his intentions 
are causal states of his brain, causing his voluntary behaviours, then why can’t some of 
those intentions themselves be caused by previous brain states that are identical to 
previous mental states (including previous intentions)? If some mental states are causal 
states operating on physical things outside of the brain, then why can’t some mental states 
operate on physical brain processes that are identified with other mental states (such as  
intentions)? 

Harris gives us no reason for excluding this possibility. In fact, he appears to endorse 
it when he writes: ‘And we know that the brain systems that allow us to reflect upon our 
experience are different from those involved when we automatically react to stimuli’ [2012: 
28]. Likewise, in the previous chapter, Harris [2012: 24] refers to how intentions, beliefs and 
desires operate according to the ‘laws of stimulus-response’. Harris gives his most explicit 
endorsement of this idea in his response to Dennett when he writes, ‘The things we say to 
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one another (and to ourselves) are simply part of the chain of causes that determine how 
we think and behave’ [Harris 2014]. 

So, if mental states can cause later intentions, then the causal flow of our mental 
lives is no longer exclusively from intention to behaviour. There is an additional flow from 
prior mental states (including prior intentions) to intentions. Mental events such as 
decisions, intentions, efforts, goals and willpower, then, are no longer epiphenomenal as 
suggested by Harris v. 1. 

This more sophisticated theory of mind explains why our choices, as felt subjectively, 
do not appear out of the blue, mysteriously, as Harris had stated time and again. With that 
revision, Harris’ attempted disproof of free will falls flat. It’s just not the case that our belief 
in free will rests on the mistaken assumption that ‘we are the conscious source of most of 
our thoughts and actions in the present’ [2012: 10]. That assumption turns out not to be 
mistaken at all. 

Moreover, Harris wants to legitimize our moral and legal practices in the face of 
determinism. However, in transitioning to his theory of mind v. 2 so that he can rescue our 
crucial moral and legal distinction between voluntary and involuntary actions, Harris has 
inadvertently opened up the real possibility of us being the source of some of our thoughts 
and actions, and thereby allowing for free will. 

Harris’ flip-flopping results from his desire to reconcile the absence of free will with 
our ordinary moral intuitions. But even here, he’s unsure whether he wants to rescue moral 
responsibility or not. He begins this chapter with the stated aim of wanting to preserve our 
‘most important moral and legal concerns’. However, two pages on, Harris [2012: 29] 
abandons our key notion of moral responsibility when he declares: 

From the perspective of your conscious awareness, you are no more responsible 
for the next thing you think (and therefore do) than you are for the fact that you 
were born into this world. 

But then five pages on, Harris is back to accepting that we are ‘morally responsible’ 
[2012: 34] and two chapters later (on ‘Moral Responsibility’), he’s back on task for showing 
what it means to ‘take responsibility’ [2012: 38]. If you’ve got whiplash from following 
Harris’ train of thought, you can be well-excused. 
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5.3 Acts and Explanation 

Even though Harris is in two minds about preserving our notion of moral 
responsibility, flipping one way then the other, he’s unwavering in his aim of killing the ‘free 
will’ tiger. Now that he’s made that concession to the importance of the distinction between 
voluntary and involuntary actions and (depending on his mood) to our notion of moral 
responsibility, he spends the rest of the chapter illustrating with examples that those 
concessions give us no reason to embrace the idea of ‘free will’. 

In his first scenario, Harris asks the reader to picture their life going off track and 
wanting to get it back on track with an ‘act of will’ [2012: 29]. How did you let it happen? 
Here is Harris’ first overreach. He admonishes the reader with: ‘You might be able to tell a 
story about how your life unraveled, but you cannot truly account for why you let it happen’ 
[2012: 29]. This fits Harris’ narrative about the mysterious origin of all of our thoughts. But is 
this generalization really true? I showed earlier (in the section on ‘Cause and Effect’) how 
this narrative conflicts with Harris’ [2012: 24] own later turn in his outlook when he writes 
that our behaviours and utterances are comprehensible, reasoned and predictable. 

Is it always the case that the reader’s story of why they let themself become ‘lazy, 
easily discouraged and overweight’ [2012: 29] cannot truly account for their slide? If they 
said it happened because their child died, or their partner divorced them or they were made 
redundant from the only job they knew, then why is this explanation always false? Harris 
does not tell us. 

In Harris’ scenario, you, the reader, make a number of failed attempts to get your life 
back on track. Again, you have ‘no idea’ [2012: 30] why your habits were stronger than the 
obstacles you tried to overcome. (Paradoxically, Harris gives some reasons for your failure 
earlier in the same paragraph.) Harris concludes from this that: ‘Most of us know what it is 
like to fail in this way—and these experiences are not even slightly suggestive of freedom of 
will’ [2012: 30]. The obvious question here is: What has any of this story about weakness of 
will got to do with free will? 

Harris ends his scenario on a happy note with the reader finally exerting some extra 
effort to overcome their obstacles. Harris asks the reader: ‘But how can you account for 
your ability to make these efforts today and not a year ago?’ [2012: 30]. Again, why does the 
reader need to satisfy Harris’ demand for a detailed psychological or neurological 
explanation for their eventual success for them to have exercised their free will? If I want to 
buy a holiday house in the country and freely choose to do so with the help of a loan from 
my cousin, is it not enough to give the explanation that I finally managed to succeed with 
the assistance of my relative? 

But Harris will have none of that. He returns to his mantra of ‘mystery’: ‘If you pay 
attention to your inner life, you will see that the emergence of choices, efforts, and 
intentions is a fundamentally mysterious process’ [2012: 30]. However, Harris’ scenario that 
he paints showed the opposite. Harris [2012: 30] remarks: 

Yes, you can decide to go on a diet—and we know a lot about the variables that 
will enable you to stick to it—but you cannot know why you were finally able to 
adhere to this discipline when all your previous attempts failed. 
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Paradoxically, again, Harris gives those reasons in his own treatment: meeting a 
famous lifestyle coach and finding a reservoir of discipline [2012: 30]. Harris adds: ‘You 
might have a story to tell about why things were different this time around, but it would be 
nothing more than a post hoc description of events that you did not control’ [2012: 30]. 

First, by deprecatingly labelling all descriptions as ‘post hoc’, Harris is treating his 
own explanation of how his scenario played out as not believable. Second, there were many 
events that were within the reader’s control in Harris’ story. For example, the reader 
exercised control in going on a diet, exercising and registering a website. These were things 
that were within their power to do or not to do. Of course, there were external 
circumstances that were genuinely not within the reader’s control. But they have nothing to 
do with whether the reader exercised their free will. 

Harris goes on to insist again that you have no real agency: ‘You can do what you 
decide to do—but you cannot decide what you will decide to do’ [2012: 31]. 

He sees a challenge in that: 

Of course, you can create a framework in which certain decisions are more likely 
than others—you can, for instance, purge your house of all sweets, making it very 
unlikely that you will eat dessert later in the evening . . . 

This seems to me a clear case of deciding what you will decide to do. Deciding to 
create the framework in which you will decide to not eat desert is just that; a decision about 
making a future decision. Harris’ objection that even so, ‘you cannot know why you were 
able to submit to such a framework today when you weren’t yesterday’ [2012: 31] is 
completely beside the point. 
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5.4 Compatibilism Revisited 

In this chapter, Harris makes another counter to a compatibilist analysis. This time, 
it’s in answer to an identification account of free will. On this account, an agent’s character 
is identified with what that agent perceives to be good, and they choose freely in those 
cases where their pursuit of a worthy action is unhindered. (For example, an agent handing 
over their wallet at gunpoint is considered to be performing an unfree act on this account as 
the agent left to pursue the good unhindered would not hand over their wallet to a thief.) 

Harris’ complaint with this account is that our capacity for ‘overcoming our 
short-term desires and following our long-term goals or better judgment’ ‘has unconscious 
roots’ [2012: 31]. This is not a problem for this kind of compatibilist account as these 
unconscious roots are not denied. Being compatibilists, they accept these unconscious 
determinants of our behaviours. 

Pushing further on how these ‘unconscious roots’ starve the concept of free will, 
Harris [2012: 32] states: 

You have not built your mind. And in moments in which you seem to build 
it—when you make an effort to change yourself, to acquire knowledge, or to 
perfect a skill—the only tools at your disposal are those that you have inherited 
from moments past. 

In some ways, you do build your mind from the manifold conscious and voluntary 
actions you take over many years in building your character. That the only building tools at 
your disposal are ones you inherited is irrelevant to whether you do the actual building or 
not. For example, by following some strategies, I built a new non-smoking me. That’s no 
different to me building an extra room on my house. For the former, as Harris intimates, I 
rely on the ‘resilience’ genes I inherited. For the latter, I rely on some building tools a 
relative of mine left me. On Harris’ reckoning, I didn’t really build the new room. I only 
seemed to build it because I inherited the tools I used. I think that’s nonsense. 

Some things that Harris writes are truly enigmatic. Choices matter, ‘but I cannot 
choose what I choose’ [2012: 32]. Harris concedes that sometimes it appears that I do 
choose what I choose, ‘for instance, after going back and forth between two options’ [2012: 
32]. But isn’t this simply a case of choosing, and not a case of choosing what I choose? If I go 
back and forth between two menu items at a restaurant, it’s seems obfuscation to describe 
this as ‘choosing what meal I choose’. 

Even more strange is Harris thinking that if we allow him to choose what he chooses, 
this inexorably leads to an infinite regress of choosing. He prefaces that comment with his 
insistence that ‘I do not choose to choose what I choose. There is a regress here that always 
ends in darkness’ [2012: 32]. What he means here is that he must always ‘take a first step, 
or a last one’ [2012: 32]. Fair enough. But then why does he say in the very next breath that 
our act of choosing leads to a ‘problem of regress’ [2012: 32]? This is the frustration I 
experience in reading Harris. After starting the paragraph with the observation that ‘[m]any 
people’ believe the problem of regress to be a false one, he’s back to the meaning of ‘could 
have done otherwise’ and those pesky compatibilists. Harris doesn’t tell us to which people 
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he is referring and whether these people and the ‘problem of regress’ have anything to do 
with the compatibilists. The reader is left to guess at the connection. 

Harris’ treatment of the compatibilists’ analysis here reveals, I think, a real blindness 
to the implications of his own reasoning. Harris [2012: 32] begins his response to the 
compatibilists thus: 

Certain compatibilists insist that freedom of will is synonymous with the idea that 
one could have thought or acted differently. However, to say that I could have 
done otherwise is merely to think the thought “I could have done otherwise” 
after doing whatever I in fact did. This is an empty affirmation. It confuses hope 
for the future with an honest account of the past. 

However, in the very next paragraph, Harris introduces his own form of 
compatibilism when he writes about the freedom we exercise in interpreting our lives. As 
Harris [2012: 33] states it: 

One of the most refreshing ideas to come out of existentialism (perhaps the only 
one) is that we are free to interpret and reinterpret the meaning of our lives. You 
can consider your first marriage, which ended in divorce, to be a “failure”, or you 
can view it as a circumstance that caused you to grow in ways that were crucial to 
your future happiness. Does this freedom of interpretation require free will? No. 
It simply suggests that different ways of thinking have different consequences. 
Some thoughts are depressing and disempowering; others inspire us. 

For Harris, to be ‘free’ to interpret a life event this way or that way simply means 
that we ‘can’ choose to think of it this way or that. For Harris, ‘We can pursue any line of 
thought we want’, in spite of the fact that ‘our choice is the product of prior events that we 
did not bring into being’ [2012: 33]. That we ‘can’ interpret otherwise—this ‘freedom’ to 
interpret—in spite of determinism, is the self-same capacity to which compatibilists refer in 
saying that our wills are sometimes ‘free’. Harris seeing freedom to interpret as simply 
suggesting ‘different ways of thinking have different consequences’ is no different to the 
compatibilists seeing freedom of the will in the exact same way. 

Our ‘choice’ to interpret this way or that is just another kind of thought, along with 
our ‘choice’ to do this or that. If Harris recommends that we exercise our freedom to choose 
our interpretation, then how is it that we don’t have the freedom to choose other kinds of 
things? The irony here is that Harris seems completely oblivious to the fact that he himself is 
giving the kind of compatibilist analysis of ‘freedom’ that has been warning us against all the 
way through. 

A Harris-type interlocutor can justifiably advance a skeptical critique of Harris’ 
‘freedom’ to interpret. The ‘freedom’ skeptic can turn Harris’ guns on himself by pointing 
out that ‘interpretation’ is a ‘thought’ just as much as ‘will’ and as such can never be 
uncaused and ‘free’. The skeptic can insist that for Harris to say you could have interpreted 
a life event differently is equally an ‘empty affirmation’. Harris seems hoist with his own 
petard. 

Harris [2012: 33–5] has another crack at the compatibilist analysis in his critique of 
compatibilist philosopher, Nahmias. Harris declares that the human capacities to which 
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Nahmias refers (imagining future courses of action, deliberating about one’s reasons for 
choosing them, planning one’s actions in light of these deliberations and controlling actions 
in the face of competing desires) ‘have nothing to do with free will’ [2012: 34]. How so? 
Because when Harris took up martial arts training again after more than two decades, he is 
unable to answer a multitude of questions about why he initially gave it up and another 
plethora of questions about why he took it up. 

Harris tells us why he stopped training: because ‘certain things just became more 
important to me’ [2012: 34]. He also tells us why he took it up again: reading Roy Miller’s 
book. But for Harris, that’s not good enough as explanations. To have chosen freely, Harris 
opines, he needs to know much more than this. ‘But why did I read this book? I have no 
idea. And why did I find it compelling? And why was it sufficient to provoke action on my 
part’ [2012: 34] and so on and so on. For Harris, any explanation he gives is inadequate. As 
he says, ‘the actual explanation for my behavior is hidden from me. It is perfectly obvious 
that I, as the conscious witness of my experience, am not the deep cause of it’ [2012: 35]. 

Now, I’ve already questioned Harris’ key thesis that the causes of our behaviour are 
‘utterly mysterious’ [2012: 34] (see section on ‘The Unconscious Origins of the Will’). Harris 
pleading ignorance here just seems hyperbole. For a highly educated and reflective 
individual as Harris is, it’s simply not believable that he has ‘no idea’ why he read Miller’s 
book and what it was about the book that he found compelling. 

Secondly, it’s not at all clear why an agent needs to give a finely-grained causal 
explanation for their choices for them to be free. In this chapter, Harris is asking about the 
‘psychological cause’ of his behaviours [2012: 34]. In failing to find them to the nth degree, 
he thinks we are therefore not the ‘conscious source of most of our thoughts and actions in 
the present’ [2012: 10]. And hence, for Harris, free will is an illusion. However, why can’t the 
conscious source of our thoughts and actions be a starting point listing a short and finite set 
of interests, desires, beliefs and motives? These are the psychological drivers to which we 
usually appeal in our explanations for our behaviours? Once again, Harris does not tell us. 

Take the water flowing into the Ganges River delta in India. What is the source of 
this freely flowing water? One cause is the water flowing from Patna. We can ask 
Harris-style, but what is the cause of that? Well, it’s the water flowing from Kanpur. Yes, but 
what’s the cause of that? It’s the water flowing from Hardwar. Yes, but what’s the cause of 
that? We can keep answering till we get to the source, which is the glacier in the Himalayan 
Mountains. Any ordinary questioner is satisfied with that answer. However, it seems Harris 
would not be satisfied with saying the water is flowing freely because we haven’t answered 
his next question: but what is the cause of that? I suspect that his need for an ongoing string 
of answers is behind his cryptic allusion to ‘this problem of regress’ [2012: 32] two pages 
back that he thinks the free willer is lumbered with. 

In the case of the freely flowing water into the Ganges River delta, that next question 
is about the cause of the glaciers that release the water on melting. But note that this 
answer is not relevant to the question about the source of the flowing water. If it were, any 
answer we give would not be adequate unless we trace the causes back to the Big Bang. If 
this requirement for an exhaustingly long string of answers is too stringent in the case of the 
source of the Ganges, why is it also not too stringent in the case of the source of our 
thoughts and decisions? 
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Why am I labouring this point about what makes for an adequate explanation 
regarding a source of something? Because one of the two assumptions that free willers rely 
on that Harris’ wants to dispel in order to prove his case is that ‘we are the conscious source 
of most of our thoughts and actions in the present’ [2012: 10]. I’ve tried to show here that 
answering an endless supply of ‘But what’s the cause of that?’ questions is not a 
requirement for providing a conscious source of our decisions when those are made freely. 

Harris could object here that he is not requiring an unmanageably large set of 
answers to ‘what’s the cause?’ questions. He simply wants answers in terms of unconscious 
mental processes and subjectively unknowable neural events. My response is that when we 
are asking about the source of freely made decisions, Harris’ demand is akin to asking for 
the cause of glacial melt when we are enquiring about the source of the Ganges River. 
Locating causes anterior to glacial melt is simply irrelevant to the initial question. Just as 
referring to glacial melt is sufficient to source the free flowing waters of the Ganges, 
referring to Harris’ reading of Roy Miller’s book and Harris’ intrinsic interest in martial arts is 
sufficient to source his decision to take up training again. 

Sure, there is more to the story of the psychology behind Harris’ decision to take up 
training, just as there is more to the story of how the glacier formed and melts annually, and 
any interested person can delve in more detail into the causes. The key point I’m making 
here is that to find the source of the free flowing water on the one hand and the source of 
the free decision to take up training on the other, one is not reasonably required to go 
further back in the causal chain beyond the glacier and beyond Harris’ interest in training 
and reading Miller’s book. 

So, Harris’ account in this chapter of the relation between thoughts, decisions, 
neural events and free will seems plagued with problems and unanswered questions. The 
biggest challenge I have with Harris’ critique of Nahmias’ compatibilism is that it is wholly 
irrelevant to the case Nahmias presents. Harris has failed to engage with Nahmias’ account, 
which he could have done by exposing any internal inconsistencies, vagueness, factual 
errors and the like. Harris is content to simply repeat his own confused and confusing 
account of hard determinism. 

A related but fatal flaw to Harris’ account is that it is utterly self-defeating. If, as 
Harris contends, every reason we give for our voluntary actions is simply a ‘story’ [2012: 29, 
31, 35] we tell ourselves, a ‘post hoc’ [2012: 31] rationalization that ‘cannot truly account’ 
for our decisions, then the same must apply to Harris’ own decisions. On his own account, 
he must conclude that his decision to reject the notion of free will resulted from a 
‘fundamentally mysterious process’ [2012: 30]. For Harris, his decision did ‘come out of the 
darkness’ [2012: 29] and ‘did merely appear in his mind as though sprung from the void’ 
[2012: 29]. If Harris can’t give us valid reasons for rejecting free will—reasons that are not 
fabrications of unconscious processes he knows not what—then why ought we pay his 
arguments any attention? In fact, why ought we pay attention to any reasons he 
purportedly gives for holding any of his beliefs and for the decisions he makes? Again, Harris 
seems hoist by his own petard! 
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6. Might the Truth Be Bad for Us? 

Another disconnect Harris suffers between his earlier and later arguments appears in 
this chapter in which he asks whether the truth he has been espousing is bad for us. Here, 
his v. 2 ‘rational agent’ theory of mind comes crashing again into his earlier v. 1 ‘helpless 
puppet’ theory. Writing of his sense of agency, he writes, paradoxically, that losing his belief 
in free will ‘has increased my feelings of freedom’ [2012: 37]. And this is because one can 
bring about a ‘creative change of inputs to the system’ to ‘radically transform one’s life’ 
[2012: 37], such as creating new skills. In line with Harris’ v. 2 theory, changing his ‘belief’ 
had causal consequences. In this case, losing his belief in free will increased his feelings of 
compassion and forgiveness [2012: 36]. Now, I’m not disputing Harris’ description of his 
psychological growth. The problem is that his description contradicts starkly his earlier 
adamant denial of our agency. 

How can we be genuinely ‘creative’ in changing ourselves for the better, as Harris 
now contends, when in the previous chapter, Harris was telling us that it was even 
impossible for him to create the thoughts that led him to consider going to his pain 
therapist? (Recall, there he proclaimed: ‘Did I create the thoughts about it [his pain] that led 
me to consider physical therapy? No. They, too, simply appeared’ [2012: 28].) Going by 
Harris’ earlier epiphenomenalist v. 1 theory, what’s the point of Harris enjoining us to 
become more ‘sensitive to the background causes of one’s thoughts and feelings [to] allow 
for greater creative control over one’s life’ [2012: 37] when we have no power to use these 
more sensitive thoughts to affect our future thoughts and actions? 

To put this incongruity of Harris’ newly found human agency in perspective, consider 
also another story he shared in the previous chapter [2013: 34] about his taking up martial 
arts training after a long hiatus. Notice the complete change in tone. There’s nothing there 
about taking ‘creative control over one’s life’. There, he had only ‘apparent self-control’ over 
his behaviour that he saw as ‘utterly mysterious’ and for which he had ‘no idea’ why he was 
doing it. 

Paradoxically, in the previous chapter, Harris [2012: 33–4] took compatibilist 
philosopher, Nahmias, to task for suggesting that an agent’s ‘free will’ refers to this set of 
human capacities of the agent to reflect on their situation, their desires and the alternative 
courses of action open to them, and decide on one without external or internal pressure. 
There, Harris was at pains to show how the ‘actual explanation’ for a person’s behaviour is 
‘hidden’ [2012: 35] and ‘utterly mysterious’ [2012: 34]. Why? Because to allow us rationality 
and agency in making choices lets in ‘free will’ by the back door (those pesky compatibilists 
again). However, when Harris wants to show how belief in determinism is not all that bad, 
his showpiece is how this belief can instil ‘feelings of freedom’ and real ‘creative control’ to 
‘radically transform one’s life’. Here again we see Harris wanting his cake (puppet Harris v. 1 
proving no free will) and eating it too (creative Harris v. 2 allowing human agency). 

Harris exposes this tension for all to see in his concluding remarks for this chapter. 
Highlighting how being aware of the causes of our thoughts and feelings gives us ‘creative 
control’ over our lives, Harris [2012: 37] muses: 
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This understanding reveals you to be a biochemical puppet, of course, but it also 
allows you to grab hold of one of your strings. 

Well, that’s not the image portrayed on the cover of Harris’ book, where we see 
each letter of the phrase ‘FREE WILL’ dancing to the tune of puppet strings. Will we see 
future editions of his book sport a revamped cover showing a person in charge of one of the 
strings? 

A further tension in Harris’ thinking in this chapter is revealed in his attitude to those 
who cause us harm. In his untitled introduction, Harris introduced us to vicious criminals, 
Hayes and Komisarjevsky. Because ‘a neurological disorder appears to be just a special case 
of physical events giving rise to thoughts and actions’, their particular brain configurations 
‘would seem to be as exculpatory as finding a tumor in it’ [2013: 9]. The same applies to 
other violent criminals: As their conscious decisions are caused by events not within their 
control, ‘even the most terrifying sociopaths begin to seem like victims themselves’ and 
‘their culpability begins to disappear’ [2012: 17]. 

However, for Harris, this moral and legal latitude for violent criminals doesn’t apply 
once we get to his hypothetical self-defence class. There, it’s quite appropriate to teach 
women that when attacked, ‘Just gouge the bastard’s eyes’ [2012: 36]. With this sharp 
U-turn, it’s no longer appropriate to put yourself in the shoes of your attacker and think like 
the earlier Harris: ‘if I were to trade places with one of these men, atom for atom, I would 
be him’ [2012: 9]. 

When it comes to women’s self-defence, Harris retracts from the consequences of 
his own reasoning. He is blind to his own duplicity. Noticing the tension, he objects: ‘There is 
no contradiction here. Our interests in life are not always served by viewing people and 
things as collections of atoms’ [2012: 9]. Unfortunately for Harris, it is a contradiction, borne 
of his simultaneously holding two contrary attitudes to human agency. Harris v 1., being 
scientifically minded, sees criminals as having no real agency (hence no free will). This is 
counterpoised with Harris v 2. who, being faced with living in the real world, sees criminals 
as deserving of censure (and hence having agency). 

There is a real moral tension here between our acceptance of the view that all of our 
voluntary actions are the result of deterministic forces and our recognition that we are 
social beings striving to negotiate our interactions with each other in a fair and reasonable 
manner. What Harris misses is that contemporary accounts of free will show how the term 
functions in our moral and legal discourse and its role in negotiating between the 
neurophysiology behind our actions and the world of human relations. With Harris’ fixation 
against free will, he misses an opportunity to resolve the contradictions he has foist upon 
himself. 

One final observation about this chapter is worthy of comment, and that is on Harris’ 
perceived relationship between the truth of determinism and our ethical obligations. Harris 
[2012: 36] reports: 

Speaking from personal experience, I think that losing the sense of free will has 
only improved my ethics—by increasing my feelings of compassion and 
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forgiveness, and diminishing my sense of entitlement to the fruits of my own 
good luck. 

The thing is, neither of these feelings follow from the thesis of determinism per se. 
From using reason alone, it does not follow that embracing determinism requires one to feel 
more compassion and forgiveness. In fact, one could lean on the truth of determinism to 
justify maintaining anger and the need for retribution. One could argue that those feelings 
are simply given to one by the universe and are of a sort over which one has no real control. 

When it comes to one’s sense of entitlement, one could also view other people as 
equally not being entitled to the fruits of their good luck. One could argue that without their 
true ownership, one is at liberty to divest them of their fruits. At the beginning of this 
chapter, Harris alluded to how learning about determinism leads different people to change 
their behaviour in different ways. The upshot here is that the truth of determinism is not 
action-guiding on its own. The thesis must be conjoined with a moral theory—a theory 
about right and wrong—before one can make justifiable conclusions about how we ought to 
act in a deterministic universe. (I say more on this in Allan [2024c], ‘Determinism, Morality 
and Human Relationships’.) 
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7. Moral Responsibility 

7.1 Free Will and the Courts 

It’s in the chapter titled Moral Responsibility that Harris works hardest to rescue the 
common-sense notions of ‘right and wrong’, ‘good and evil’ and ‘moral responsibility’ from 
seemingly unsettling implications of viewing people as ‘neuronal weather patterns’ subject 
to impersonal and universal cause and effect [2012: 38]. Harris begins the chapter with a 
snippet from the United States v. Grayson, 1978 [United States v. Grayson: 1978] legal case 
in an effort to show how the assumption of indeterminism underwrites law in the United 
States. The judge in that case did opine that the defendant’s case rested on ‘a deterministic 
view of human conduct that is inconsistent with the underlying precepts of our criminal 
justice system’. He appealed to the ‘universal and persistent’ foundation stone in law of the 
‘belief in freedom of the human will and a consequent ability and duty of the normal 
individual to choose between good and evil’. 

Now, it is true, thankfully, that ‘free will’ is a cornerstone of the U.S. legal system. 
However, the trial judge’s linking of free will to indeterminism in this case is ancillary to the 
case being tried. This case was an appeal against a sentencing judge’s discretion in 
considering the defendant’s false testimony when fixing the sentence. It was not concerned 
with settling a centuries-old metaphysical question about the basis of free will. Further, this 
was but one judge’s opinion among other contrary expert opinions on how a metaphysics of 
free choice grounds legal responsibility. 

What’s important here is how the legal system works in established theory and in 
practice to determine whether a defendant acted of their own free will. In fact, in examining 
whether there were any circumstances that either eliminated or mitigated a defendant’s 
ability to choose freely, judges and juries look for evidence of coercion or manipulation by a 
third party, drug addiction and mental illness. (For a systematic summary of judicial 
defenses, see, for example, Robinson [1982].) 

Furthermore, a guilty plea is not accepted if the ‘defendant isn’t mentally competent 
at the time he agrees to the plea, for example, due to a developmental disability, 
intoxication or influence of narcotics’ [Law Library 2016]. The accused must be able to 
understand the court proceedings and ‘consult with his lawyer with a reasonable degree of 
rational understanding’ [Law Library 2016]. Contra Harris, far from courts asking for 
evidence of neurophysiological indeterminacy in judging whether a defendant did or did not 
act of their own free will, they look for exactly the types of constraints to which 
compatibilists point that limit a person’s exercise of their free will. 
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7.2 Defining ‘Responsibility’ 

Once Harris is done chiding our system of jurisprudence for letting in the notion of 
free will, he offers a solution for how we can keep our sense of responsibility while 
jettisoning free will. For that, he offers an identification/character-based account in which 
to say ‘I was responsible for my behavior is simply to say that what I did was sufficiently in 
keeping with my thoughts, intentions, beliefs, and desires to be considered an extension of 
them’ [2012: 38]. So, if Harris had found himself standing in the market naked, intent on 
stealing tins of anchovies, that would be ‘totally out of character’ [2012: 38] for him and he 
would thereby be shielded from responsibility for his actions. 

But this can’t be ‘simply’ what being morally responsible means as Harris’ definition 
is purely descriptive. ‘Morally responsible’ is a normative concept that is action-guiding, and 
yet there is no directive aspect to Harris’ definition. To say ‘simply’ that a behaviour stems 
from a person’s character says nothing about how that responsible person ought to act and 
how we ought to treat them. Admirably, Harris wanted a notion of responsibility that did 
not depend upon ‘the metaphysics of mental cause and effect’ [2012: 39]. A good place for 
Harris to have started with this is the authoritative dictionaries. A basic definition could be 
something as simple as: ‘To say that a person is morally responsible for an action is to say 
that they are an essential cause of the consequence of the action, that they are answerable 
for it and that they can be appropriately blamed or credited for the action.’ This kind of 
definition encompasses the essential normative nature of the term that Harris ignores. 

What Harris has offered us here at best is a criterion for determining for which 
behaviours a person is in fact morally responsible. Surprisingly, his is a compatibilist 
account, endeavouring to harmonize our sense of moral responsibility with a view of the 
universe in which we are merely chemical machines pushed this way and that by the 
purposeless forces of the cosmos. As it stands, Harris has failed to show how normativity 
(the ‘ought’-ness of our moral injunctions) can reside in a purposeless universe populated by 
chemical robots. But let’s leave that aside for the moment. 

The second thing to note is that Harris’ account of ‘responsibility’ is akin to an 
identification/character-based account that some contemporary compatibilists give of ‘free 
will’. (For a survey of contemporary accounts, see the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
entry on Compatibilism [McKenna and Coates 2024].) Of this account, Harris complained 
that it is a deceptive ‘bait and switch’ [2012: 21] that ‘resembles theology’ [2012: 18]. A 
question for Harris, then, is: Why is his compatibilist account of ‘moral responsibility’ not 
equally suspect? Especially considering that the two concepts are so intimately related that 
both ordinary folk and moral philosophers think that acting from ‘free will’ is a necessary 
pre-condition for judging an agent ‘morally responsible’. 

Harris explicitly recognizes this inextricable connection in our minds between free 
will and moral responsibility. He asks: ‘how can we coherently speak about right and wrong 
or good and evil’ when we ‘view people as neuronal weather patterns’? He continues: 
‘These notions seem to depend upon people being able to freely choose how to think and 
act’ [2012: 38]. A little later, he adds: ‘We are deeply disposed to perceive people as authors 
of their actions, to hold them responsible for the wrongs they do us, and to feel that these 
transgressions must be punished’ [2012: 44]. Harris clearly sees the conceptual connection 
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between free will and moral responsibility. And yet, on the one hand he dismisses a 
compatibilist account of ‘free will’ because it doesn’t accord with what he takes to be the 
‘popular conception’ [2012: 10] of ‘free will’. On the other, he’s happy to capitulate in 
keeping the notion of ‘moral responsibility’ even though it is equally imbued by the common 
person (in Harris’ eyes) with religious and metaphysical connotations. It seems when it’s to 
his own polemical advantage, Harris is willing to break his own rules on assigning meanings 
to contested terms. He’s tempted to draw from the compatibilists’ toolbox when he wants 
to save a term he wants to keep, but trashes the same toolbox when it’s used to clarify a 
term he is allergic to. 

We most clearly see Harris borrowing from the compatibilists’ toolbox for his own 
benefit when he points out that his acting ‘totally out of character’ is a sign of being ‘not in 
my right mind’; in other words, of suffering some kind of mental aberration. This is exactly 
the self-same criterion used in the legal system for applying the insanity defence. The 
defense applies when it is judged that the defendant is dispossessed of their free will. 
Experts for the defense must testify that the accused is either cognitively incompetent, 
unable to comprehend the nature of the act and to reason about it, or volitionally 
incompetent, unable to control their impulses. (One such example of how the absence of 
free will in the mentally incapacitated works in a legal defense is Colorado v. Connelly 
[1986]. For a useful history and critical review of the insanity defense, see Grachek [2006].) 

Here again, the ascription of legal and moral responsibility to an agent is conditional 
upon the agent acting of their own ‘free will’, which, in turn, is dependent upon the agent 
being in their ‘right mind’. Harris is content to advance a compatibilist account of ‘moral 
responsibility’ that eschews all reference to uncaused causes and other religious and 
metaphysical notions, but shies away from a compatibilist account of ‘free will’ that in like 
fashion is metaphysically neutral. This again illustrates the bifurcated thinking of Harris as he 
tries to make his free will skepticism more palatable to his readers. 
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7.3 Harris’ Case Studies 

To develop his revisionist account of the popular notion of ‘moral responsibility’, 
Harris [2012: 39] asks us to reflect on five cases of voluntary and involuntary action. 

1. A four-year-old boy unintentionally shoots and kills a young woman. 

2. A 12-year-old boy abused as a child intentionally shoots and kills a young woman. 

3. A 25-year-old man abused as a child intentionally shoots and kills his girlfriend. 

4. A 25-year-old man loved as a child intentionally shoots and kills a young woman. 

5. A 25-year-old man loved as a child intentionally shoots and kills a young woman as 
a result of an undiagnosed brain tumour. 

Harris recognizes that the extent to which we ascribe moral responsibility to the 
shooter starts at zero for the first case and grows larger as we progress through cases 2 to 4. 
For case 5, because we recognize the shooter as a ‘victim of his own biology’, we are back to 
attributing zero responsibility [2012: 40]. Harris wants to ‘make sense of these gradations of 
moral responsibility when brains and their background influences are in every case, and to 
exactly the same degree, the real cause of a women’s death’ [2012: 40]. For that, he 
identifies the ‘conscious intention to do harm’ [2012: 40] as the crucial criterion for 
attributing moral guilt. Never the less, the four cases of intentional killing have equally tragic 
consequences; the death of an innocent woman. For these cases, Harris apportions the 
degree of guilt according to how much the action was congruent with the person’s 
character. If the act was out of character, the person is less a danger to society and so is 
afforded less guilt. 

But here is Harris’ first problem. His trigger for what we ‘condemn most in another 
person’—the ‘conscious intention to do harm’—does not always act as a trigger. For the 
killer in his case 5, Harris rightly regards him as divested of ‘all responsibility’ [2012: 40] 
because he is ‘purely a victim of biology’ [2012: 41]. In legal terms, the killer’s brain tumour 
is considered ‘exculpatory’ (i.e., clears guilt entirely) even though he intended grievous 
harm. No condemnation is warranted in this case. Conversely, there are many cases in 
which a person had no intention of causing harm but is morally responsible none the less. 
Drunk drivers fall into this category, as well as cases of industrial manslaughter and criminal 
negligence. 

The second problem for Harris is that for which we ‘condemn most’ is not always the 
‘conscious intention to do harm’. We ordinarily regard the embezzlement of ten million 
dollars of shareholders’ funds as more condemnable than the twisting of someone’s arm in 
a bar room fight. Other kinds of acts that we regard as morally blameworthy and yet do not 
involve the intention of doing harm are discriminating on the basis of race and sex in 
employment and housing, fraud and enforcing unconscionable contract terms. 

Now, Harris could respond that even though his revision is focused on ‘dangerous’ 
people [2012: 40] and ‘terrifying predators’ [2012: 41], his account can be expanded to 
regard these other kinds of blameworthy acts as ‘harms’ as well. However, in some cases, 
the victims of these wrongs are not even aware that a crime has been committed against 
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them. And yet we find the crimes just as morally blameworthy. So, it’s unclear in what sense 
the unaware people in these cases have suffered ‘harm’. It may be the case that when the 
meaning of ‘harm’ is expanded to include these kinds of cases, it turns out that the concept 
of ‘free will’ is required to make sense of our moral blaming of the perpetrators. We don’t 
know as Harris does not discuss these cases and how they can be incorporated into his 
revision of ‘moral responsibility’. Harris has a lot more work to do here to make his moral 
theory credible. 

As it stands, there are further problems with Harris’ approach. Harris asks us to 
measure the degree of guilt of the perpetrator in proportion to their level of ‘risk’ of being a 
‘danger to society’ [2012: 40]. However, the degree of moral blameworthiness does not 
map neatly to the perpetrator’s level of risk of harm to society. During trial, it may be 
determined that the killers in Harris’ cases 2, 3, 4 and 5 pose a commensurate degree of 
threat to society. Yet Harris, along with our ordinary moral intuitions, attributes differing 
levels of moral blame in each case. 

Furthermore, Harris’ ‘risk’ barometer ends up doing no work as he tries to ‘make 
sense’ of our moral intuitions [2012: 40]. In his explanation on pages 39–40 for the severity 
of our moral judgments in each of his five cases, risk of harm to society gets no mention at 
all. He attributes the lessening of guilt to other factors; immaturity of brain development, 
history of childhood abuse, psychopathy and a brain tumour. Here again, he draws from the 
compatibilist’s toolbox. All of these conditions he mentions are included within 
contemporary compatibilist accounts of ‘free will’ that factor in the person’s capacity for 
reasoning and for regulating their emotions and behaviour. (See, for example, my 4C theory 
in ‘Free Will and Compatibilism’ [Allan 2016a].) It seems compatibilism provides a 
satisfactory account of our moral intuitions regarding Harris’ cases 1 to 5 where Harris’ own 
account fails. 

So, the task of assigning degrees of moral responsibility in different cases while 
ignoring the utility of the ‘free will’ concept is not as simple as Harris’ brief treatise makes 
out. The upshot here is that Harris gets himself confused in his assigning degrees of moral 
blameworthiness simply on the basis of amount of risk of harm. Of the killer revealed to 
have a brain tumour described in his case 5, Harris opines: ‘Of course, if we couldn’t cure his 
condition, we would still need to lock him up to prevent him from committing further 
crimes, but we would not hate him or condemn him as evil’ [2012: 41]. The crucial point to 
note here is that patients who commit violent acts because of their brain disease can’t be at 
risk of ‘committing further crimes’ because they are not criminals to begin with. Harris’ 
inability to explain this fundamental distinction between harmful criminal and harmful 
non-criminal acts is most exposed when he writes how much ‘harder it becomes to draw a 
distinction between cases like 4 and 5’ [2012: 41]. In the end, Harris is coaxing us towards 
making no moral distinction between the criminal and the brain disease patient. 

This is the confusion that ensues when you think like Harris that risk of violent 
behaviour is a straight line to moral culpability. In his initial summary of our moral intuitions 
regarding his five cases, Harris correctly identified that the brain tumour ‘seems to divest 
the killer of all responsibility’ [2013: 40]. But all of that is forgotten as he follows his 
mistaken revisionist reasoning. Of course, the obvious difference between the morally 
blameworthy killer in Harris’ case 4 and the patient in case 5 is that the man in case 5 had 
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lost his capacity to exercise his free will. He was no longer the person he was before he 
developed the tumour, robbing as it did his capacity for volitional regulation. As Harris 
observed in his introductory remarks: ‘we cannot help seeing him as a victim of his own 
biology’ [2013: 40]. 
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7.4 Responsibility Revisited 

If Harris had more fully explored his initial compatibilist account of ‘moral 
responsibility’ (that fits so seamlessly with a compatibilist account of ‘free will’), I think he 
would have made much more progress in marrying determinism with moral 
blameworthiness. However, that would have meant him giving up entirely his earlier stated 
v. 1 ‘helpless puppet’ theory of mind and his reasons for rejecting free will. 

There is a more convincing approach that Harris could have taken with his 
character-based compatibilist account that shows how the truth of determinism is in fact 
presumed by our notion of moral responsibility and morality more generally. Let me 
illustrate this approach with two examples. In the first scenario, Mary voluntarily lends some 
money to Joel, who uses the money for criminal purposes. At first sight, it appears that Mary 
is morally blameworthy for her actions. However, once we realize that if Mary had known 
that Joel would use the money for bad deeds, she would not have loaned the money to him, 
we reverse our moral judgment of her. With that knowledge, we absolve her of blame. 
However, we can only find her blameless if it follows from her knowing Joel’s real intention 
that she would have done otherwise. We only change our moral assessment of her if we 
accept the counterfactual conditional, ‘If Mary had known Joel is using borrowed money for 
criminal purposes, she would not have loaned money to him’ as being true. 

Accepting this counterfactual as true entails, at minimum, an assumption of 
psychological determinism (at least in this case and cases like it). It means accepting that in 
this case, Mary’s actions are determined by her character (i.e., the composite of her settled 
beliefs, desires and values) and the situation she finds herself in. Otherwise, we would have 
no grounds for thinking she would have acted differently. Now, for scientific naturalists such 
as Harris, this reasoning leads to the further conclusion that our moral judgments also 
presume physical determinism as our beliefs, desires and values are somehow inextricably 
grounded in neuronal happenings in the brain. (This realization also makes a nonsense of 
Harris’ remark in his footnote 17 [2012: 58] agreeing with Coyne that counterfactuals about 
human behaviours are ‘scientifically untestable’.) 

Mary’s case is an example of absolving a person of moral blame based on a 
presumption of psychological determinism. Here is a case on the flip-side about 
withdrawing moral praise based on deterministic counterfactual reasoning. Roger donates a 
very considerable amount of money to Doctors without Borders, a well-known international 
charity. That act appears morally praiseworthy. However, when we realize that his 
motivation for that charitable act was solely to impress his new girlfriend, Joan, we change 
our moral evaluation of Roger. We do that on the presumption that if Roger had known that 
Joan would not be impressed, he would not have made the donation. Again, we accept the 
counterfactual reasoning that if Roger had different beliefs about his new girlfriend, he 
would not have done the charitable act. If we did not presume this necessary connection 
between the combination of Roger’s character and his circumstances, and his voluntary 
behaviours, the revision of our moral judgment is without a firm foundation. 

Our counterfactual beliefs in these two cases ground our moral judgments about 
Mary and Roger. And these counterfactual beliefs only make sense if moral agents act in 
law-like ways. (In my Allan [2015], I discuss in more detail how, if we assume indeterminism, 
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all counterfactual conditionals about free human choices are either without a truth value or 
are false.) In assigning moral responsibility, saying how a person would have acted in 
different circumstances figures highly in assessing their praiseworthiness and 
blameworthiness. Given the part counterfactual reasoning plays in our moral judgments, far 
from moral reasoning being antithetical to deterministic thinking, it seems to require it. 

This is the kind of compatibilist reasoning that Harris could have pursued in order to 
strengthen his case for thinking that people are morally responsible for their actions. But 
note how this kind of account based on counterfactual reasoning about how an agent with a 
stable character would have behaved in different circumstances is exactly the kind of 
analysis given by some compatibilists for when an agent acts of their own free will. 
Ironically, the kind of character-based analysis that Harris flippantly dismisses when it comes 
to understanding free will is the type of analysis that best supports his determinist framing 
of moral responsibility. 
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7.5 Morality Begone 

Notice how Harris begins this chapter with his v. 2 ‘rational agent’ theory of mind. 
This is what he needs if he is to account successfully for our intuitions about moral 
responsibility. On this account, character is paramount. Why? ‘Because what we do 
subsequent to conscious planning tends to most fully reflect the global properties of our 
minds—our beliefs, desires, goals, prejudices, etc.’ [2012: 40] On this view, Harris illustrates, 
if you are still intent on killing the king ‘after weeks of deliberation, library research, and 
debate with your friends’, that decision ‘reflects the sort of person you really are’ [2012: 
41].  
This v. 2 view sees human beings as rational agents whose decisions are understandable in 
terms of prior beliefs, desires and values. However, this view in which decisions are the 
causal consequences of prior psychological states is completely at odds with Harris earlier v. 
1 ‘helpless puppet’ theory of mind. 

On Harris’ former v. 1 epiphenomenalist view, our decisions seem to have no causal 
antecedents in our psychological makeup. They ‘merely arise spontaneously’ [2012: 9], do 
‘not originate in consciousness’ [2012: 9] and are something ‘over which we exert no 
conscious control’ [2012: 9]. (See previous sections on ‘The Unconscious Origins of the Will’ 
and ‘Choices, Efforts, Intentions’.) As we have seen before, even while relying on his v. 2 
theory of mind to account for our ordinary moral intuitions, Harris’ v. 1 frame of mind is not 
far away. 

For example, in reviewing what’s so different about his case 5 (the killer with the 
brain tumour), Harris forces his own hand. Why does this killer’s brain tumour change our 
view about moral culpability so dramatically, Harris asks. He answers: ‘Both the tumor and 
its effects seem adventitious, and this makes the perpetrator appear to be purely a victim of 
biology’ [2012: 41]. The obvious question for Harris here is: Is this not the case, according to 
Harris, for all criminals? For Harris’ cases 2, 3 and 4, Harris initially allows some measure of 
moral blame [2012: 39]. But in all of these cases, equal to the brain tumour case, the killer 
didn’t choose their genes and upbringing. All these prior causes are ‘adventitious’, outside 
of the killer’s control. Harris agrees. This self-realization—this reminder of his own earlier 
reasoning—sucks Harris [2012: 41] back into his earlier v. 1 radical position: 

Here is one front on which I believe our moral intuitions must change: The more 
we understand the human mind in causal terms, the harder it becomes to draw a 
distinction between cases like 4 and 5. 

But this is a gross understatement of Harris’. It’s not just on ‘one front’ he is trying to 
revise our moral intuitions. In removing the moral distinction between criminal (case 4) and 
non-criminal (case 5), he’s torn down the entire edifice of morality. If there is no distinction 
between a violent brain injury patient and a violent criminal with a well-functioning brain, 
then there is no moral distinction left to make. What started out as Harris’ big promise ‘to 
find some notion of personal responsibility’ [2012: 38] that we can use to ‘make sense of 
these gradations of moral responsibility’ [2012: 40] is now completely forgotten. 

*** 
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I also see this split-brain approach of Harris’ to determinism and moral responsibility 
continue with his response to Dennett. In discussing Austin’s putt (in which Austin, as a 
competent golfer, on this occasion missed a very short putt), on the one hand Harris sees 
Austin as not blameworthy for missing the putt: ‘But can we blame Austin for missing his 
putt? No. Can we blame him for not trying hard enough? Again, the answer is no’ [Harris 
2014]. But Harris goes on immediately to concede that blaming Austin is fine as long as 
‘blaming him were just a way of admonishing him to try harder in the future’. Well, is it 
acceptable to blame Austin or not? 

For Harris, Austin is not ‘truly responsible’ because, for that, ‘we would need to 
know that he could have acted other than he did’ [Harris 2014]. But then again, in the next 
breath, Harris recommends seeing the notion of ‘moral responsibility’ as ‘forward-looking’. 
As Harris [Harris 2014] puts it: 

Holding people responsible for their past actions makes no sense apart from the 
effects that doing so will have on them and the rest of society in the future (e.g. 
deterrence, rehabilitation, keeping dangerous people off our streets). 

So, are we morally responsible for our actions or not? Harris is in two minds, wanting 
to have his cake and eat it too. 

As the hard determinist, Harris insists that recognizing the unconditional sense of 
‘could’ is ‘morally consequential’ [Harris 2014] in divesting us of real moral responsibility. 
But then, on the other hand, Harris agrees with Dennett that his suggested conditional 
sense of ‘could’ based on an agent’s capacities has ‘important moral implications’ that ‘do 
not depend on “absolute free will”’ [Harris 2014]. By ‘absolute’ free will, what Harris means 
here is the libertarians’ notion of ‘free will’. The key moral implication for Harris of 
Dennett’s compatibilism is that it remains appropriate to hold people ‘responsible’ and to 
‘admonish’ them for their wrong-doing in spite of the fact that there is no libertarian ‘free 
will’. So, Harris wants to stick to his hardline hard determinist position that we are not ‘truly 
responsible’, while at the same time riding the coattails of the compatibilists and their 
justification for holding people blameworthy. 
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7.6 Retribution and Punishment 

Now that we are back to Harris’ earlier v. 1 ‘helpless puppet’ theory of mind, Harris 
[2012: 42] wants to teach us a lesson about punishment with this thought experiment. 

To see how fully our moral intuitions must shift, consider what would happen if 
we discovered a cure for human evil. Imagine that every relevant change in the 
human brain could now be made cheaply, painlessly, and safely. In fact, the cure 
could be put directly into the food supply, like vitamin D. Evil would become 
nothing more than a nutritional deficiency. 

Harris’ intention here is to show how ‘our retributive impulse is morally flawed’ 
[2012: 42]. How it does that is not clear to me. Bizarrely, Harris asks whether withholding 
this chemical cure from a murderer after they commit the crime is a suitable punishment. 
That we say ‘no’ is meant to show that it’s wrong to think that the murderer ‘deserves’ this 
punishment [2012: 42]. Sure. But that goes no way to showing that another form of 
punishment may be justified. Just because garrotting the murderer is an unjustified form of 
punishment does not entail that there is no justified method of punishing. 

Harris goes on, asking whether it would have been justifiable punishment to 
withhold the chemical treatment before the murderer’s crime? Of course not. These are 
bizarre questions as no one is suggesting these as punishment. Again, that this withholding 
is not justifiable does not show that no punishment is justifiable. 

His final rhetorical question is the most bizarre. ‘Would it make any sense to deny 
surgery to the man in case 5 as a punishment if we knew that the brain tumor was the actual 
cause of his violence? Of course not’ [2012: 42]. But why would anyone even entertain the 
option of withholding the treatment as an appropriate punishment when we agree that the 
killing is not morally and legally blameworthy to begin with? 

Harris helpfully puts his reasoning underlying his thought experiment and probing 
questions like this: ‘The implications of this seem inescapable: The urge for retribution 
depends upon our not seeing the underlying causes of human behaviour’ [2012: 42]. The 
most charitable interpretation I can give of Harris’ argument here is this: If we had a global 
chemical cure for ‘evil’, we would prevent the ‘evil’ rather than punish the evil-doer (or 
potential evil-doer) by withholding treatment. If we saw the ‘underlying cause’ of the evil 
behaviour, we would not seek retribution by withholding treatment. 

Now, all of that might be true. But that we won’t seek that kind of punishment or 
retribution does not entail that there are not one or more other forms of punishment or 
retribution that are justifiable. And the form of punishment or retribution that is justified 
may depend on the extent to which the agent acted autonomously and in concert with their 
character. In his more sensible moments, Harris lends weight to how the degree of ‘moral 
outrage’ we feel depends on these kinds of ‘background conditions’ [2012: 39].) 

*** 
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One disconcerting aspect of Harris’ thought experiment is its advocacy of the 
medicalization of anti-social behaviour. With his series of rhetorical questions, he is 
highlighting the unreasonableness of the ‘withholding’ of a chemical cure from a murderer 
and a potential murderer. If Harris’ intent here is to advocate making the cure available and 
for it to be taken at the discretion of the person, then that admirably respects the person’s 
autonomy. However, Harris seems to go much further when he proposes putting the 
chemical cure ‘directly into the food supply’ [2012: 42]. 

The big question here is: Who would decide which behaviours are ‘evil’ and in need 
of this chemical adjustment? Who ought to have the ear of the government in making this 
decision? I bet Harris would say the ethicists who think along with him that immorality is 
centrally about the ‘conscious intention to do harm’ [2012: 40]. And what of those ethicists 
who disagree; those who say that it’s centrally about displeasing the deity, or that it 
includes committing ‘unnatural’ acts or aborting the unborn? For Harris, are these 
dissenters creating egregious harms that need to be targeted with his chemical solution? It 
is ironic that Harris’ suggestion for the medicalization of ‘evil’ behaviour as some kind of 
utopia occurs in the same chapter in which he begins with the intention of saving our 
ordinary notions of ‘right and wrong’ and ‘good and evil’ by ‘seeing people as people’ [2012: 
38]. The irony continues at the end of his thought experiment making ‘evil’ ‘nothing more 
than a nutritional deficiency’ [2012: 42], where he writes how ‘ironically, one of the fears 
attending our progress in science is that a more complete understanding of ourselves will 
dehumanize us’ [2102: 43]. There’s irony in the perceived irony. 
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7.7 Second Thoughts 

Towards the end of the chapter, Harris has second thoughts about abolishing 
punishment and retribution entirely. Perhaps, he muses, ‘punishment is an essential 
component of deterrence or rehabilitation’ [2012: 43]. In working through two real-life 
scenarios, his discussion leads him into even more muddles. For his first example, Harris 
recounts how a New Guinea highlander, Daniel, got ‘exquisite relief’ [2012: 44] from 
avenging the death of his paternal uncle. Harris [2012: 43] contrasts this case with another 
in which the person had an opportunity to kill the man who murdered his entire family 
during the Holocaust, but turned the murderer over to the police instead. In seeing his 
family’s murderer released from prison only one year later, the person spent the next 60 
years ‘tormented by regret and guilt’. 

If the person in the latter case had ‘a full account of human behaviour’, Harris thinks 
this knowledge should have softened his feelings towards his family’s killer. To support that 
conclusion, Harris [2012: 44] asks us to imagine that the person’s family had been trampled 
by an elephant or had contracted cholera or that his family’s killer had lived a moral life 
before a virus destroyed part of his brain. 

Harris is right that the person most likely would not have suffered the same anguish 
from seeing the killer go free if the circumstances had been different in the ways Harris 
describes—but not for the reason that he gives. The key to understanding the change in 
response is not that the full causes of the killer’s behaviour are known, but that the causes 
are of a different kind. Clearly, an elephant and a cholera virus have a completely different 
standing as moral agents compared with a mature and competent human being. In these 
scenarios, the elephant and the virus did not form ‘the conscious intention to do harm’ 
[2012: 40], which is the essential criterion that Harris himself offered for morally blaming a 
person. 

The same holds for Harris’ scenario in which the killer kills the family as a result of a 
virus eating the killer’s brain. In this case, the killer lost his cognitive capacity to weigh 
choices freely. At the start of this chapter, Harris was able to make these kinds of 
distinctions in moral culpability based on ‘background conditions’ [2012: 39]. As he wrote 
back there about the similar case of the killer with a brain tumour (case 5), ‘we cannot help 
seeing him as a victim of his own biology’ [2012: 40]. But now, such distinctions are lost. For 
Harris, a cause is a cause is a cause. This is another example of Harris flip-flopping from one 
conclusion to its opposite. This vacillation is all the more remarkable as Harris started the 
chapter with the intent of finding a way to keep the notion of ‘moral responsibility’ that 
allows us to ‘remain committed to seeing people as people’ [2012: 38]. At this point in his 
treatise, he’s lapsed into seeing people as no different to elephants and viruses when it 
comes to attributing responsibility for our behaviours. 

There is one thing Harris is clear on. He expects our acceptance of the truth of 
determinism to ‘attenuate our natural response to injustice, at least to some degree’ [2012: 
44]. If all he means is that we ought to give up our desire for cruel punishments, just as 
civilized societies have given up the barbaric punishment practices of the past, such as 
flogging, locking people in stocks and solitary confinement, then that’s all well and good. 
There are still many penal reforms that need to be instituted. Although, we ought to note 
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that the significant reforms of the past were largely driven by utilitarian moral 
considerations from reformers such as Jeremy Bentham and J. S. Mill, and not from 
ruminating about deterministic metaphysics. (Note also that these reformers were 
compatibilists on the question of ‘free will’.) 

If, on the other hand, Harris means that we ought to repress our ordinary reactive 
responses to wrongdoers, then I think he is mistaken. Doing so would deprive us of our 
humanity; our genuine and deep connections with other human beings. Let me illustrate my 
point with the converse of blame and punishment. Harris would ideally do away with all 
punishment if it wasn’t for its practical value in preventing and deterring harm. Let’s flip 
Harris’ desire so that it aims at suppressing our instinct to praise people because, you know, 
no one deserves praise because they are not the ultimate source of their good deeds. Let’s 
modify what Harris writes on page 45 so that his advice applies to praise: 

It may be true that strict praise—rather than mere permission or 
encouragement—is necessary to enable certain virtues. But praising people 
purely for pragmatic reasons would be very different from the approach that we 
currently take. 

Hard determinists very rarely talk about doing away with praise because their case 
for the reform of our language immediately becomes suspect. What would it be like to 
praise people ‘purely for pragmatic reasons’? Looking through a hard determinist’s lens, the 
successes of our friends and loved ones become simply the desired endpoints of our 
manipulations of their behaviours. 

Let me illustrate the consequences of this kind of framing. Imagine your child 
excelled in their set of exams. Anyone who has children realizes the value of praise and 
blame in this context. Imagine telling your child that they didn’t deserve your praise for their 
excellent results because they would have got those results anyway. Imagine telling your 
child that they didn’t deserve any accolades because the excellent results they got were the 
outcome of the mindless interplay of genes and social environment that they had no hand in 
forming. 

As a loving parent, I feel you pushing back. You will say: ‘It was my child who put in 
the effort in not going to those parties with friends, staying up late studying and staying 
home on weekends. It was my child who was the agent of their actions.’ Telling their child 
that their excellent exam results were just the outcome of the mindless forces of the 
universe playing out is completely disempowering and dispiriting. Not to mention how such 
impersonal declarations fracture any loving bonds that exist between you and your child. 

The upshot here is that lessons about how all of our thoughts and actions are 
determined is appropriate for the physics and biology classrooms, but not when giving 
praise and blame. It’s just not helpful for Harris to advise that in our reactions we think of 
ourselves primarily as forward-looking utility calculators and only secondarily as human 
beings engaging in meaningful relations. In our human interactions with our loved ones, our 
peers and all others we share community with, it matters greatly how we talk about the 
inevitability and possibility of achievements. 
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So, it’s not that our reactive attitudes of wanting to reward and punish is more or 
less important than our recognition of the scientific fact that all of our behaviours are 
sufficiently caused by prior factors. Our emotional reactions of praising and blaming in 
response to the recognition of people’s motives, reasons and desires run in parallel with our 
intellectual recognition of the part that genes and environment play in human behaviours. 
These two ways of seeing human beings are not in conflict. They are complementary, with 
the former framing how we engage in genuine bonds of companionship and recognize our 
mutual responsibilities within a shared community. The latter frames how we situate people 
within their history and culture and recognize their unconscious motives and biases. 

Harris deserves credit for trying to grapple with this tension between our natural 
reactive attitudes towards wrongdoers and our intellectual recognition of the prior causes 
of a wrongdoer’s behaviour that existed even before they were even born. In the end, Harris 
wants to discard our natural reactive attitudes as ‘a sham form of retribution’ that ‘rests on 
a cognitive and emotional illusion’ [2012: 44]. Why? Because we have no free will. It seems 
to me Harris is so fixated on his crusade against the ‘religious metaphysics’, with its ‘logic of 
hating’ [2012: 41] and its central idea of a kind of free will that ‘supports the notion of sin’ 
and ‘eternal punishment’ [2012: 43], that he is unable to consider seriously other naturalist 
and more compassionate notions of free will and punishment. It is to Harris’ fifth attempt at 
critiquing compatibilism that I turn to next. 
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7.8 Compatibilism Again 

In this chapter on Moral Responsibility, Harris again makes reference to 
non-religious compatibilist accounts of free will, but, in the end, gives them short shrift. 
Harris briefly considers Pinker’s and Wegner’s accounts. Dealing with Pinker’s account first, 
Harris [2012: 45] gives this summary: 

One way of viewing the connection between free will and moral responsibility is 
to note that we generally attribute these qualities to people only with respect to 
actions that punishment might deter. I cannot hold you responsible for behaviors 
that you could not control. . . . If the threat of punishment could cause you to 
stop doing what you are doing, your behaviour falls squarely within conventional 
notions of free will and moral responsibility. 

Pinker’s account neatly illustrates how a reasons-responsive compatibilist account of 
free will marries neatly with a naturalist approach to moral responsibility. 

Here is why reading Harris is so frustrating. He places an each way bet on 
compatibilism. On the one hand, Harris [2012: 45] leaves open the truth of Pinker’s 
compatibilist account: ‘It may be true that strict punishment—rather than mere 
containment or rehabilitation—is necessary to prevent certain crimes.’ Harris adds 
sympathetically that the way Pinker is ‘attributing responsibility to people’ ‘may even be 
unavoidable as a matter of convention’ [2012: 45]. But in the very same breath, Harris 
[2012: 45] objects that Pinker’s rationale of ‘punishing people purely for pragmatic reasons 
would be very different from the approach that we currently take’. That current approach, 
Harris opined at the start of his book, is one of appealing to the metaphysical notion of 
uncaused causes and a ‘deep sense’ of desert [2012: 7]. Harris is now unsure at this late 
point in his book whether our conventional notion of ‘free will’ and ‘moral responsibility’ is 
compatibilist or whether it is metaphysical and indeterminist. 

What can we make of Harris’ [2012: 45] objection that Pinker’s rationale for 
punishment based on practical deterrence is far from our current conventional approach? Is 
the pragmatic compatibilist approach that Pinker highlights really that different from our 
current practices? In jurisprudence theory, the five purposes of punishment are retribution, 
incapacitation, deterrence, rehabilitation and reparation. (See, for example, Banks [2004: 
ch. 5].) In actual judicial practice, the one punishment commonly serves two or more of 
these aims concurrently. (See, for example, Warner et al [2017].) So, I think Harris is 
mistaken here in his presumption, and with it, his critique of Pinker’s compatibilism. 

We can also view our systems of punishment in terms of our evolutionary history. 
It’s not difficult to see how long before our formal legal systems were developed, the 
natural reactive responses of members of a community towards a wrongdoer served to 
contain, deter and reform the wrongdoer, as well as deter others from committing the same 
wrong. So, the psychological urge to punish and the utilitarian benefits of punishment can 
be seen not as conflicting, but as complementary. 

Following dispatching Pinker with the confused and confusing objection that his 
proposed rationale for free will and punishment may fall within ‘conventional notions’ while 
at the same time is ‘very different’ from the conventional approach, Harris moves on to that 
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other compatibilist, Wegner. As with Pinker’s account, Harris initially gives a nod to 
compatibilism and common-sense morality. Entertaining Wegner’s compatibilist view of 
moral responsibility and free will, Harris [2012: 45–6] writes: 

As the psychologist Daniel Wegner points out, the idea of free will can be a tool 
for understanding human behavior. To say that someone freely chose to 
squander his life’s savings at the poker table is to say that he had every 
opportunity to do otherwise and that nothing about what he did was inadvertent. 
He played poker not by accident or while in the grip of delusion but because he 
wanted to, intended to, and decided to, moment after moment. For most 
purposes, it makes sense to ignore the deep causes of desires and 
intentions—genes, synaptic potentials, etc.—and focus instead on the 
conventional outlines of the person. We do this when thinking about our own 
choices and behaviors—because it’s the easiest way to organize our thoughts and 
actions. Why did I order beer instead of wine? Because I prefer beer. Why do I 
prefer it? I don’t know, but I generally have no need to ask. Knowing that I like 
beer more than wine is all I need to know to function in a restaurant. Whatever 
the reason, I prefer one taste to the other. 

All of this sounds reasonable, you would think. With Harris conceding that ‘free will’ 
can be a ‘tool for understanding’, I thought finally Harris might seriously entertain a 
compatibilist view. But in another sharp U-turn, he ends the chapter quite abruptly with: 
‘Would I magically reclaim my freedom if I decided to spite my preference and order wine 
instead? No, because the roots of this intention would be as obscure as the preference 
itself’ [2012: 46]. After all of the effort in putting Harris v. 2 (rational agent) theory of mind 
to work to rescue moral responsibility, we are suddenly jerked back to his v. 1 (helpless 
puppet) theory. If you are feeling even more whiplash, you are not alone. 
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8. Politics 

In his chapter on politics, Harris continues with seeing human affairs as simply a 
matter of biology. Against the idea of the ‘“self made” man’, he professes again that there is 
‘not a person on earth who chose his genome, or the country of his birth, or the political 
and economic conditions that prevailed at moments crucial to his progress’ [2012: 47]. Sure, 
no person can choose those preconditions of their situation. However, a person can choose 
to enrol at night-school, or to start a business, or to sacrifice and invest their money. It’s not 
always the situation that a person finds themself in. It’s what a person does with the 
opportunities presented to them. 

Harris has an answer for that: ‘Even if you have struggled to make the most of what 
nature gave you, you must still admit that your ability and inclination to struggle is part of 
your inheritance. How much credit does a person deserve for not being lazy? None at all. 
Laziness, like diligence, is a neurological condition’ [2012: 47]. Well, short-sightedness is a 
part of my inheritance. But poor vision is not my destiny as I can make the effort to get a 
pair of prescription glasses. People can both enhance and inhibit their inherited traits. 
Secondly, laziness and diligence are not classified by professional neurologists as a 
‘neurological condition’. It’s plainly misleading to co-opt a term that applies to disorders of 
the nervous system. To take a charitable interpretation of Harris’ hyperbole, sure, these two 
psychological traits are a function of one’s neural mapping. But they are traits that are 
within a normal adult’s capacity to change. 

Harris recognizes that ‘we must encourage people to work to the best of their 
abilities’ and ‘acknowledge that efforts matter and that people can change’ [2012: 47]. 
What is left unanswered by Harris is that if other people can influence me to change my 
behaviour, then why can’t I do that to myself? Harris rails against the ‘illusion of free will’ 
because we ‘do not change ourselves, precisely—because we have only ourselves with 
which to do the changing—but we continually influence, and are influenced by, the world 
around us and the world within us’ [2012: 47–8]. This admission seems to let the cat out of 
the bag. If we can influence the world within us, then why is that not reflective of a capacity 
to change ourselves? (Dennett [2014] makes this same point in his review of Harris’ book.) If 
we have this capacity to change ourselves, then Harris’ case against free will has lost its 
force. 

It’s this capacity to recognize the impacts of our actions, to reflect on them and to 
consciously modify our behaviours in the light of those considerations that a 
reasons-responsive compatibilist account of free will recognizes. In spite of Harris’ earlier 
protestations that this kind of account ‘resembles theology’ [2012: 18], here he adopts the 
psychological mechanism for change for himself. I mean, for Harris, this influence over other 
people’s behaviour is not done through arm-twisting or head banging. This influence is 
realized when we ‘hold people responsible for their actions’ [2012: 48]. In other words, 
when we offer them reasons for acting differently—as per a compatibilist account. This is 
the real challenge for Harris’ view. If giving reasons for action can influence other people’s 
behaviour, then why can’t a person think up, consider thoughtfully and act on reasons for 
changing their own behaviour? This capacity for self-reflection and self-correction is 
patently obvious to every mature adult. Here is another instance in which Harris’ case 
against free will does not survive self-scrutiny. 
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In the final paragraph of this chapter, paradoxically, Harris [2012: 48] espouses how 
we need to ‘break the spell of free will’ in order to accept that some people are responsive 
to reasons and some are not. For those people for whom ‘change is impossible’ and are 
‘unresponsive to demands’, all we have to work with are the ‘forces of nature’. For those 
people who are responsive to reasons for changing their behaviour, according to Harris, 
they are held morally responsible for their actions. 

But far from jettisoning the notion of ‘free will’, this reasons-responsive account of 
moral responsibility fits hand-in-glove with the reasons-responsive compatibilist account of 
‘free will’. The reasons-responsive compatibilist account makes clear who we can deem 
morally responsible for their actions. It is those who can modify their behaviour in response 
to reasons—precisely those who have the capacity for free will. 

Harris recognizes the seeming absurdity of his position: ‘It may seem paradoxical to 
hold people responsible for what happens in their corner of the universe’ [2012: 48]. 
However, this paradox can’t be resolved simply by pointing to the distinction between 
people who respond to reasons and those who don’t. Because for Harris, there is no 
substantive difference between them. Even when we think we are acting on reasons, Harris 
[2012: 22] tells us that we ‘confabulate’ those reasons and that ‘our attribution of agency’ 
to ourselves is always ‘gravely in error’. If ‘everything that we consciously intend is caused 
by events in our brain that we do not intend and of which we are entirely unaware’ [2012: 
22], then how can we be morally responsible for any of our actions? If it’s always 
‘meaningless to assert that you could have done otherwise’ [2012: 35], then how can I be 
morally blamed for not doing other than what I in fact did? 

The paradox that Harris points to is both real and inescapable. And it arises from him 
trying to do the impossible: advocating his theory of mind v. 1 (helpless puppet) in order to 
banish ‘free will’ while at the same time advancing his contrary theory of mind v. 2 (rational 
agent) in order to rescue ‘moral responsibility’. Now trying to give some moral significance 
to the capacity for rational deliberation using theory v. 2 is like trying to fit a square peg into 
the round hole of reasons confabulation and zero rational agency posited by his theory v. 1. 

*** 

Harris [2012: 47] begins this chapter on politics telling us that ‘dispelling the illusion 
of free will has political implications—because liberals and conservatives are not equally in 
thrall to it’. However, Harris’ unflinching focus on dismantling the idea of the ‘“self made” 
man’ has prevented him from seeing the much more significant implications that the value 
of free will has on our political thought. 

Take the key freedoms central to liberal democratic tradition: freedom of 
association, freedom of expression, freedom of religion, right to vote and right to property. 

Earlier, Harris [2012: 15] recognized the value of political freedom: 

Of course, this insight [that we do not possess free will] does not make social and 
political freedom less important. The freedom to do what one intends, and not to 
do otherwise, is no less valuable that it ever was. 
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However, the ‘freedom to do what one intends’ is far from the full story of the value 
of political freedom. If it were, we would let children, psychopaths and fraudsters do what 
they intend, unfettered by legal restrictions. The rights and freedoms I listed only gain 
currency by enabling a particular capacity of human beings; the capacity to reason about 
and act on their most considered and settled desires. In other words, the capacity to 
develop their character and act in accordance with it, unfettered by unreasonable 
constraints. This is precisely the capacity for free will to which compatibilists refer and that 
Harris pushes aside as worthless. 

Governments enshrining freedom of association, of expression and of religion 
recognize this potential of each citizen to develop and express their character as 
autonomous human beings. The right to vote and the right to property similarly recognize 
citizens’ capacity for rational choice, self-determination and self-development. Furthermore, 
our liberal democratic institutions are so designed to prevent coercion and constriction of 
character development. Mass media is prevented from spreading deliberate lies intended to 
corrupt decision-making. Public learning institutions are prevented from brainwashing 
students. Electoral commissions prevent voter coercion. Designing our public institutions in 
this way makes best sense when we see citizens as freely willing beings rationally taking 
charge of their own futures. The impoverished picture that Harris paints of each of us as a 
‘biochemical puppet’ [2012: 37] granted the freedom to do what we want by our 
government misses the richness of a view that sees us as autonomous rational agents of our 
own futures. The notions of ‘free will’ and ‘political freedom’ are much more intimately tied 
than Harris recognizes. Harris’ chapter on politics could have been so much more. 
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9. Conclusion 

9.1 One Last Absurdity 

Harris begins his concluding chapter by reiterating one of his key points: We don’t 
have free will because introspection reveals that our ‘[t]houghts and intentions simply arise 
in the mind’ [2012: 49]. To demonstrate this (yet again), he performs an experiment on 
himself. Through introspection he finds he is free to write ‘rabbit’ or ‘elephant’ in the next 
sentence he writes. But, he exclaims, ‘this notion of freedom does not reach very deep’ as 
him not knowing the cause of that which he chose is ‘compatible with my being compelled 
by the laws of nature or buffeted by the winds of chance; but neither looks, or feels, like 
freedom’ [2012: 50]. 

This is a well-worn theme. Harris explains that no person is ‘compelling’ him to write 
what he will write, and yet the laws of nature are doing just that. But in what sense are the 
laws of nature compelling Harris in this instance? Why not describe the laws of nature as 
enabling him to write what he wants to write? I mean, when Harris takes a drive in the 
country, it seems strange to say that the laws of nature are compelling him to drive to his 
destination. It seems more apt to say that the laws of thermodynamics, the laws of 
chemistry, and so on, are enabling him to arrive at his destination. Without the operation of 
these laws, he and his car would go nowhere. Similarly, without the operation of the 
neurobiological laws governing his brain processes, the laws of physics governing the 
operation of the computer he is working on, and so on, he would not be able to even form 
the intention of writing the next word, let alone to then go on to tap the keyboard. Of 
course, describing his choice as ‘compelled’ serves his polemical purpose here of attempting 
to prove free will an ‘illusion’. 

The second reason for thinking that Harris’ description here is just plain wrong 
concerns the nature of compulsion. When a person is ‘compelled’ to do something, 
necessarily, what they are being compelled to do is against what they desired or intended to 
do. When a thief ‘compels’ a person to hand over their wallet at gunpoint, the victim was 
desiring and intending to keep their wallet. So, in this case, when Harris ended up writing 
‘rabbit’ while being compelled to do so, what was he otherwise desiring and intending to 
do? To make sense of Harris’ story, I think we are owed an answer. 

Harris ends his book on an even more absurd note. He opines that because he can’t 
know precisely when he is going to stop resisting the urge to eat, this tells us something 
important about free will. Here, Harris is the master of the rhetorical question, asked with 
such boldness that it lures the philosophical novice into thinking that his question must be 
relevant to the free will debate. His polemical style is stretched right through to the very last 
sentence where he ends with: ‘In fact, I can’t think of anything else to say on the subject. 
And where is the freedom in that? [2012: 50]’. Well, that settles the matter then. 

Instead of conjuring up fictitious rabbits to be put in print and hungers to be 
resisted, I would have liked Harris to have dealt with some real-life paradigmatic cases of 
choosing freely and contrasted with unfree choices. For example, take the case of George 
giving his wallet to Jim on the beach. In one scenario, he gives up his wallet after Jim holds a 
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gun to his head. In the other, he hands Jim his wallet for safekeeping while he goes for a 
swim in the sea. In the first scenario, we all agree that George gave his wallet to Jim not of 
his free will. In the second scenario, we all agree that George gave his wallet of his free will. 
In ordinary discourse and in law, we distinguish between the two cases on the basis that 
George was coerced by a third party in the former scenario, but not in the latter. 

Clearly, when the ordinary person on the street and a judge in court ask whether 
George’s choice was free, they are not asking about the posited existence of a chain of 
causes stretching back to before George was born. They are also not asking about whether 
George could give an account of precisely when he formed the intention to give his wallet. 
George, however, is required to be able to give a reason for his action in both scenarios for 
us to decide whether he chose freely. And this is what brings out the absurdity of Harris’ 
‘rabbit’ and ‘elephant’ quandary. In both scenarios, George, unlike in Harris’ contrived 
scenario, knows why he handed over his wallet. In both cases, his intention is a function of 
his beliefs, desires and values. Unlike Harris feigning surprise and ignorance about intentions 
that simply pop into his mind out of nowhere, George knows he gave up his wallet in the 
first scenario because he believes he is about to be killed and because he values his life 
more than his wallet. Likewise, in the second scenario, he knows he handed his wallet to Jim 
because he believes Jim is trustworthy and because he desires to go for a swim. I wish Harris 
had at least made a start in assessing seriously these paradigmatic examples of free willing 
and unfree willing, instead of engaging in diversionary and absurd rhetorical questions that 
may sound cute but add nothing to the debate. 
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9.2 Did Harris Succeed? 

The other thing I would have liked Harris to have done in his concluding chapter, as is 
usual for final chapters, is recount concisely what it is he achieved with his book. He set out 
to show that free will, as popularly conceived, is an illusion and that determinism is 
compatible with some sense of moral responsibility. Was Harris successful? Taking his first 
objective, in his untitled introduction Harris [2012: 10] points out the two false assumptions 
upon which he thinks the popular conception of ‘free will’ rests: 

1. that each of us could have behaved differently than we did in the past, and 

2. that we are the conscious source of most of our thoughts and actions in the 
present 

Let’s call these Misconception 1 and Misconception 2. Did Harris disprove the first? I 
don’t think so. In his second chapter on Changing the Subject, Harris simply assumes 
without argument or evidence that ‘could have behaved differently’ means ‘could have 
behaved differently given the exact same initial state of the universe’. Harris is aware of 
compatibilist analyses that show that in addition to this unconditional meaning, there is a 
second conditional meaning. This is the first instance in which Harris simply refuses to 
engage with compatibilists, simply dismissing this rendition of the meaning of ‘free will’ as 
impossible, even though there is a wealth of evidence in support. 

In addition, Harris fails to follow his own advice. On page 33, he takes back his own 
rejection of the capacity to do otherwise when he advises us that we are ‘free to interpret’ 
the pivotal events in our lives. Later on page 42, he tells us that ‘any of us could have been 
dealt a very different hand in life’. In sec. 3 of this essay, I illustrate this compatibilist 
meaning of ‘could have’ that we ordinarily use for entities subject to cause and effect. 

Did Harris fare any better in his attempt to disprove Misconception 2, ‘that we are 
the conscious source of most of our thoughts and actions’? Here, Harris displays a mass of 
contradictions as he flip-flops between his v. 1 (helpless puppet) epiphenomenalist view of 
mind and his v. 2 (rational agent) identity theory of mind. When he is out to kill free will, he 
leans on his initial v. 1 (helpless puppet) view. From introspecting on his own mental 
processes, he reveals to us that his mental life is simply given to him by the cosmos, with his 
volitions arising spontaneously in a way that is perfectly mysterious. He never knows what 
his next mental state will be and our sense of agency is illusory. (See sec. 4 for more 
examples.) 

Harris’ appeals to his own and our supposed ignorance of the psychological causes of 
our choices are simply unconvincing. His many examples simply backfire. With just a little 
reflection, they reveal the opposite to be case. Why did Harris choose coffee and not tea 
that morning? He says, ‘I am in no position to know’ [2012: 11], but the answer is obvious. 
Because that is what he felt like that morning. Why does one desire inexplicably triumph 
over another? Considering Harris’ [2012: 18] examples, the answer is no mystery. The 
person who chose to buy the computer even though they wanted to save money did so 
because they realized that buying it will save money in the long run. How did that person 
get their life back on track? Harris implores us that they ‘cannot know why’ [2012: 18], just 
after Harris tells the story of how they did it! 
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When Harris wants to move to his next objective of rescuing our ordinary notion of 
moral responsibility, he flips completely to his v. 2 (rational agent) view of the mind. His 
work on showing how we are not the conscious source of our thoughts and actions goes out 
the window. Now, our thoughts are constrained by the laws of stimulus-response, we are 
able to reason and our behaviours are comprehensible because our thoughts share a 
common reality. (See sec. 4 for more examples.) Far from disproving Misconception 2, 
Harris shows how we do cause some of our own thoughts with his reference to the brain 
systems that allow us to reflect upon our experience [2012: 28]. He even gives examples of 
how thoughts can impact other thoughts, such as when a person deliberately structures 
their environment in a way designed to constrain their choosing sweets [2012: 31] and how 
the ‘free’ mental act of reinterpretation of a failed marriage empowered future growth 
[2012: 33]. 

Harris blows up his own case against Misconception 2 in other ways. In reinforcing 
his v. 1 ignorant puppet view of the mind, he tells us that our reasons for choosing are 
simply a ‘story’ [2012: 29, 31, 35] we tell ourselves, a ‘post hoc’ [2012: 31] rationalization 
that ‘cannot truly account’ for our decisions. In that case, Harris’ own reasons for rejecting 
the notion of free will are just as much fabrications not worthy of our trust. 

Harris hits the self-destruct button again when he admits that ‘we continually 
influence, and are influenced by, the world around us and the world within us’ [2012: 47–8]. 
If we regularly influence our own internal worlds, then there is the conscious source of most 
of our thoughts and actions. In sum, I think Harris’ case against free will based on disproving 
its two key assumptions is a failure. 
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9.3 Harris’ Adversaries 

The two key adversaries to Harris’ hard determinist position are the libertarians, who 
deny determinism while thinking we have the capacity for free will, and the compatibilists, 
who argue that determinism is compatible with free will. How did Harris go in mounting a 
charge against both these positions? 

Against the libertarians, Harris [2012: 12] brought up the well-known Libet-style 
experiments using brain imaging. The interpretation of the results is still a matter of intense 
debate. Never the less, the predictability of the experimental subjects’ behaviours is 
significantly below 100 per cent. This still leaves plenty of wriggle room for the libertarian to 
reject determinism. Harris needed to have done much more work here. 

Harris explicitly mentions libertarians relying on quantum indeterminacy [2012: 
24–5] and also religious libertarians [2012: 43] appealing to an immortal soul that freely 
sins. However, he spends no time considering their arguments for freedom of the will and 
dispatches them as quickly as he introduces them. 

Being partial to compatibilism, I was most interested in gauging Harris response to 
compatibilist analyses of ‘free will’. Here, Harris’ book was a huge disappointment as he 
failed to engage in any serious way with compatibilist arguments. As I remarked above with 
his attempted disproof of Misconception 1, Harris dismissed out of hand compatibilist 
analyses of ‘could have’. In his second attempt, Harris [2012: 18] responded to the classical 
compatibilist conception of ‘free will’; a type of account that was abandoned by 
compatibilists decades ago. 

Harris’ [2012: 18] third response to compatibilism led him to ask rhetorically and 
most bizarrely: Where is the freedom in doing what we want with no internal tension? 
Again, his example of peacefully drinking a glass of water tended to demonstrate the 
opposite of what he wanted to show. Harris’ fourth response was a counter to the 
identification account of free will. His criticism that our capacity for overcoming short-term 
desires ‘has unconscious roots’ [2012: 31] missed the mark as this feature is not denied. 
Harris’ appeal to our inability to ‘build’ our mind appeared to serve the compatibilists’ case 
more so than Harris’. 

Harris’ fifth critique was against compatibilists equating free will with ‘the idea that 
one could have thought or acted differently’ [2012: 32]. Unfortunately for Harris, his charge 
that this ignores the determinate nature of the future is one that can be equally levelled 
against his professed ‘freedom’ to reinterpret the events in his past [2012: 33]. 

Harris’ [2012: 33–5] sixth rebuttal is against Nahmias’ reasons-responsive 
compatibilist account. To this, Harris used his martial arts example to insist that he had no 
idea why he took up training again after a long hiatus. Again, Harris’ plea of ignorance here 
is just not credible. And his demands for a regress of explanations for every one of his 
thoughts is simply beyond the bounds of what is reasonably required of an explanation. 

In his chapter on Moral Responsibility, Harris dealt with Pinker and Wegner. Harris at 
first seemed sympathetic to both their approaches. However, in discarding Pinker’s 
reasons-responsive approach, Harris [2012: 45] misattributed an exclusively retributivist 
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rationale for punishment to judges working within our current judicial systems. After 
conceding that Wegner’s approach aids understanding, Harris [2012: 46] bizarrely ended 
with a rhetorical question about ordering wine to spite his preference. This ending is 
perhaps indicative of Harris’ general lack of seriousness in responding to compatibilist 
arguments. 

*** 

The other adversaries of Harris are his fellow hard determinists who argue that the 
truth of determinism entails that moral responsibility is a chimera. This constitutes the 
second key objective of Harris’ book; to rescue our ordinary sense of responsibility from the 
destructive grip of a clockwork universe. Did Harris succeed in this aim? 

Harris devoted his sixth chapter to prosecuting the case. He made his case harder 
than it needed to be by supposing the U.S. legal system is premised on the truth of 
indeterminism. He based this judgment on the view of a single judge while ignoring the 
broader theory of jurisprudence and actual practice in law courts throughout the modern 
world. Allied with this, Harris seemed unaware of how non-retributive rationales for 
punishment are given in courts of law and the central role that the compatibilist notion of 
free will plays in assigning guilt and innocence. 

Harris’ proposed solution is riddled with problems from the start. He first offered us 
a superficial naturalistic definition of moral responsibility that completely misses its 
normative force. Ironically, the descriptive component of his definition emulates a 
compatibilist analysis; the same kind of analysis that he ridiculed when applied to the notion 
of ‘free will’. 

Harris hoped that by working through five different cases of the killing of a young 
woman he would explain for us how we assign moral responsibility in varying degrees. 
However, Harris’ [2012: 40] isolation of two variables, the intention to do harm and the 
killer’s level of risk to others, as the key factors in assigning blame failed to account for its 
gradations. The upshot is that Harris’ scheme falls well short of drawing the fundamental 
moral and legal distinction between a violent brain injury patient and a violent criminal with 
a well-functioning brain; that is, between a harmful criminal act and a harmful non-criminal 
act. 

Of course, this failure to make this crucial moral distinction is inevitable as Harris 
[2012: 41] lapsed once again back into his v. 1 (helpless puppet) view of human beings. With 
Harris concluding that the more we understand the mind in causal terms, the harder it 
becomes to draw this distinction, Harris’ initial aim of making sense of our gradations of 
moral responsibility was in the end completely forgotten. 
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9.4 The Verdict 

Here is my overall impression of Harris’ book. The first thing to note is its format. It is 
an easy to read text written in a conversational style. Harris deserves credit for making his 
book accessible to novices not formally trained in philosophy. On that account, readers 
ought not expect a tightly argued case against free will that considers seriously competing 
points of view. Harris’ book is a mishmash of half thought-out arguments laced with a strong 
dose of rhetorical questions that in large measure are irrelevant to the topic at hand. These 
polemical flourishes serve to divert the serious reader’s attention from the lack of substance 
in the argumentation. 

The book is replete with muddled thinking, from proposing that our brains do the 
choosing, not us, to thinking that physical causes of our behaviour excludes psychological 
causes. More serious muddles include defending the popular notion of ‘free will’ as being 
metaphysically neutral, but then claiming that it entails physical indeterminism. Harris also 
insists that thoughts can’t cause other thoughts, yet repeatedly asks the reader to imagine a 
scenario with the expectation that with that thought, the reader will change their view. One 
last example is his attacking the compatibilists’ notion of ‘could have’, yet employing it in 
the very next breath in appealing to the freedom each of us has in interpreting our own 
lives. 

I’ve already recounted some of the absurdities that sprinkle Harris’ text, usually 
complemented by his trademark bizarre rhetorical questions. I can count here Harris [2012: 
18] asking strangely: Where is my freedom in my drinking a glass of water when that is what 
I wanted and I met with no coercion? As with his choice of coffee over tea, his ‘brain’ made 
him do it [2012: 11]. 

In his discussion on punishment, Harris [2012: 42] posits a possible future scenario in 
which we have the ability to treat potential criminals chemically before they even commit 
the crime. He asks bizarrely whether withholding the treatment before or after a person 
commits the crime is a suitable form of punishment, as if this is an option suggested by any 
of his interlocutors. This line of reasoning reaches its most absurd level when Harris asks 
rhetorically whether it’s proper to deny surgery to a killer suffering from a brain tumour as a 
punishment. As if that lands a blow in the debate over free will. 

Strangely, in recounting Wegner’s version of compatibilism and sounding 
sympathetic to his case, Harris abruptly dismisses it with the single rhetorical question: 
‘Would I magically reclaim my freedom if I decided to spite my preference and order wine 
instead?’ [2012: 46]. Finally, finding he can’t think of anything else to say, Harris ends his 
book with the rhetorical question: ‘And where is the freedom in that?’ [2012:50]. As if this is 
at all relevant to the question of free will. 

Along with the many muddles and absurdities is Harris’ incessant vacillating from 
one view to its opposite. Harris flip-flops more than a pair of Aussie thongs on a hot 
summer’s day. Does he want to reconcile the absence of free will with our ordinary moral 
intuitions? He begins his sixth chapter with the intent to preserve our ‘most important 
moral and legal concerns’ [2012: 27]. But just two pages on, Harris declares that ‘you are no 
more responsible for the next thing you think (and therefore do) than you are for the fact 
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that you were born into this world’ [2012: 29]. Two chapters later, he’s back on task for 
showing what it means to ‘take responsibility’ [2012: 38]. 

Harris also flip-flops between telling us that we have no real control over our lives 
[2013: 34] to inspiring us with the news that we have genuine creative control [2012: 37]. 
What about the permissibility of revising the meaning of a popular concept? Early on in his 
book, he chides the compatibilists for attempting to do that with ‘free will’ [2012: 18, 21]. 
But later on, all that language policing is forgotten as he goes about naturalizing the 
meaning of ‘responsibility’ [2012: 38]. Perhaps his most consequential flip-flops are those in 
which he incessantly switches from his v. 1 (helpless puppet) epiphenomenalist view of the 
mind he uses when he wants to ditch free will to his v. 2 (rational agent) identity theory of 
mind he leans on in trying to preserve moral responsibility. 

A reader of Harris’ book could be excused for thinking that it was originally written 
by two different authors, each with their own account of how the mind works and the 
nature of moral responsibility. A later editor then took the two loose-leaf manuscripts, 
threw them into the air and then collected the randomly fallen pages from the floor into the 
sequence we see in the final publication. 

I think what more likely happened is this. Harris wrote his text hurriedly, perhaps 
over a one-week period. If you have published yourself, you will appreciate how writers 
revise their original manuscripts, noting that some parts are unclear and some parts seem to 
conflict with the ideas expressed in other parts. This initial self-editing process is important 
for clarifying the author’s thoughts into a lucid and coherent message. I suspect Harris was 
in a rush to get his book into print and missed this important step in the process. 

 

I am grateful to Chris Guest, David Aiken and Jim Fennel for their many corrections to and 
comments on the pre-release version of this essay. I remain wholly responsible for any errors 
and omissions in the published version. 
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