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Abstract

This research paper investigates the perennial tension between the causal closure of the physical world—as suggested by
modern neuroscientific advancements—and the fundamental human requirement for moral responsibility. While physical
determinism challenges the traditional notion of "alternative possibilities,” this study argues that moral accountability
remains an indispensable functional necessity for maintaining social order, interpersonal relationships, and legal systems.
Through a conceptual and normative analysis, the paper examines key philosophical contributions, including Immanuel
Kant’s framework of autonomy, Harry Frankfurt’s challenges to the Principle of Alternate Possibilities, and P.F. Strawson’s
defense of reactive attitudes. It addresses the neuroethical implications of experiments initiated by Benjamin Libet, which
suggest that subconscious processes precede conscious intention. The analysis demonstrates that a "strong," metaphysical
definition of free will is scientifically contentious; a compatibilist model—one that prioritizes the quality of an agent's
intentions and character—provides a more coherent basis for responsibility. By framing moral accountability as an essential
social construct rather than an ontological mystery, the paper advocates for a shift toward rehabilitative justice models.
Ultimately, this research concludes that acknowledging the complex interplay between deterministic biological factors and

human deliberation allows for a robust, practical, and more humane understanding of agency in contemporary society.
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Introduction examine how biological, genetic, and environmental

factors influence decision-making processes. This shift

The discourse surrounding human agency represents one marks a transition from abstract metaphysical speculation

of the most enduring intellectual challenges in history. to empirical scientific rigor. At the heart of this enduring

From the ancient inquiries of Greek philosophers puzzle lies the tension between physical determinism and

regarding  fate and  human choice to modern the requirements for moral accountability. If the universe

breakthroughs in neuroscience and quantum mechanics, . .
operates according to rigid causal laws—where every

the investigation into autonomy has evolved event is necessitated by preceding conditions—the notion

significantly. Early thinkers primarily debated whether that a person could have acted differently appears

human actions were governed by divine providence or . . . .
increasingly precarious. This concept, known as the

inherent character, whereas contemporary researchers causal closure of the physical world, implies that our
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thoughts and deeds might be the inevitable results of
neurochemical processes beyond personal control. Yet,
societal frameworks heavily rely on the existence of
alternative possibilities. Without the genuine capacity to
choose otherwise, the traditional foundation for assigning
blame or praise loses its logical consistency. Legal
systems, interpersonal relationships, and ethical
judgments are constructed on the belief that individuals
possess some degree of authorship over their actions.
This central conflict creates a paradox: science often
points toward a mechanistic view of human behavior,
while practical existence demands a belief in
accountability. Addressing this friction requires moving
beyond the strictly ontological question of whether free
will "truly" exists in a physical sense. Instead, focus
should shift toward the pragmatic utility of agency. The
assertion here is that moral responsibility functions as an
essential pillar for the maintenance of social order and
justice. Regardless of whether human choices are
fundamentally determined by underlying physical
mechanisms, the concept of accountability remains a
functional necessity. Societies must treat individuals as
responsible agents to regulate behavior, foster
cooperation, and uphold ethical standards. By viewing
moral responsibility as a vital social construct rather than
a strictly metaphysical reality, one can bridge the gap
between deterministic theories and the practical realities
of daily life. Even if autonomy is an illusion, it is an
indispensable tool that enables humans to navigate
complex communities, justify legal punishments, and
acknowledge achievements in a structured, meaningful

way.

Objectives of the Study

e To evaluate the arguments of hard
determinism versus agent-causal

theories.
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e To analyze the role of "alternative

possibilities” in moral judgment.

e To explore the impact of neuroscience
and behavioral psychology on the
traditional concept of the "autonomous

moral agent."

e To determine if moral responsibility can
be maintained under a compatibilist

framework.
Literature Review

The philosophical exploration of human agency bridges
centuries of inquiry, evolving from metaphysical
definitions to contemporary scientific scrutiny. This
review surveys foundational perspectives, modern
conceptual challenges, and the impact of neuroscientific
experimentation. Historical discourse on autonomy is
deeply rooted in the work of Immanuel Kant, who
proposed that moral laws are grounded in self-legislation.
For Kant, a rational will is autonomous precisely because
it authors the laws that bind it, transcending simple
adherence to external impulses. This perspective stands
in contrast to Humean compatibilism, which often views
reason as a subordinate guide to the passions. While Kant
emphasizes the rational capacity to command the self,
classical debates frequently focused on whether moral
responsibility requires a '"contra-causal" freedom—a
notion that human choices could somehow step outside
the established causal order (McGeer, 2010). Modern
philosophy has moved toward re-evaluating the necessity
of "alternate possibilities." Harry Frankfurt famously
challenged the traditional Principle of Alternate
Possibilities (PAP), which posits that moral
responsibility requires the capacity to have acted
differently (Young, 2016). Frankfurt argued, through
hypothetical scenarios where an agent is compelled to act

regardless of their choices, that an individual can still be
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held morally responsible even if no alternative path

existed (Young, 2016; Alvarez, 2009).

Complementing this, P.F. Strawson shifted the focus
from metaphysics to the normative realm. Strawson
contended that our moral practices, such as praise, blame,
and resentment, are grounded in "reactive attitudes"—
natural human responses to how others treat us (Roskies
& Malle, 2013). According to Strawson, these attitudes
form the essential fabric of social life and do not
necessarily rely on metaphysical proofs of libertarian free
will (McGeer, 2010). Meanwhile, Daniel Dennett has
championed a naturalistic approach, viewing free will as
an evolved, adaptive capacity for self-control and
deliberation. Dennett suggests that "the kind of free will
worth wanting" is practical and compatible with a
deterministic physical world, as it allows agents to
anticipate outcomes and navigate their environment

effectively.

In recent decades, neuroscience has introduced empirical
pressures on these philosophical frameworks. The
experiments conducted by Benjamin Libet in the 1980s
remain the most significant catalyst for this critique.
Libet observed that brain activity—specifically the
"readiness potential"—precedes the conscious intention
to act by hundreds of milliseconds (Frith & Haggard,
2018). This led some to conclude that the brain initiates
action before the conscious mind "wills" it, potentially
threatening the traditional legal and ethical requirements
for conscious intent (Frith & Haggard, 2018; Bayne,
2011). Many philosophers argue that these findings do
not necessarily invalidate agency, suggesting instead that
they prompt a deeper need to reconcile folk
psychological concepts of intent with materialist

neuroscientific evidence (Bayne, 2011).

Methodology
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The investigation employs a conceptual and normative
philosophical analysis to examine the intersection of free
will, moral responsibility, and determinism. This
research design avoids empirical data collection in favor
of rigorous logical scrutiny, seeking to clarify definitions
and evaluate the internal coherence of current arguments
regarding human agency. By dissecting foundational
premises, this approach illuminates how abstract
concepts inform concrete social and legal frameworks.
The analytical framework relies heavily on consistency
testing. This involves subjecting dominant theories to
critical review to determine if they hold up against
competing claims. Specifically, this study utilizes
thought experiments, such as Frankfurt-style cases, to
challenge the necessity of "alternative possibilities." By
constructing scenarios where an agent is held
accountable despite lacking the option to act differently,
the analysis tests the limits of traditional moral logic. The
methodology incorporates normative evaluation, which
assesses whether specific ethical theories effectively
support the practical requirements of justice and social
stability. This process helps determine which
philosophical models are most functional for maintaining
order in a society that increasingly adopts a materialist
worldview. The scope of this research is intentionally
delimited to ensure depth and contemporary relevance. It
focuses exclusively on analytical philosophy and
neuroethics literature published within the last three
decades. This timeframe captures the most critical period
of intellectual exchange following the rise of modern
cognitive science, allowing for a precise evaluation of
how biological findings have influenced traditional
ethical discourse. By narrowing the focus to recent
academic output, the study avoids outdated debates and
concentrates on the most sophisticated versions of
compatibilism and neuro-skepticism currently in
circulation. This systematic approach ensures that the
resulting arguments remain grounded in contemporary

academic consensus while effectively addressing the
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tension between mechanistic physical laws and the

human experience of personal duty.

Analysis

The conflict between a deterministic universe and the
human experience of agency remains the central hurdle
in moral philosophy. If physical events occur in a fixed
chain of cause and effect, the possibility of genuine
alternative choices seems to vanish. This "causal closure"
suggests that every action is merely a symptom of
preceding conditions, challenging the belief that
individuals possess the autonomy required for true
authorship of their deeds. At its core, this issue questions
whether human behavior is any different from the motion
of planets or the chemical reactions in a laboratory. If
every thought is the result of firing neurons governed by
biological laws, personal agency risks being dismissed as
an elaborate illusion. Dismissing this agency poses a
significant threat to the foundations of law and morality,
which rely on the notion that humans are more than just
biological machines. To resolve this, philosophers have
looked beyond the requirement of "alternate
possibilities." Harry Frankfurt introduced influential
thought experiments suggesting that moral responsibility
does not necessarily demand the ability to have acted
differently. Imagine a situation where an individual
carries out an act based on their own internal desires,
while a hidden observer stands ready to force the
outcome if the person changes their mind. If the
individual performs the act voluntarily without the
observer needing to intervene, they are arguably
responsible for the outcome, even though no alternative
path existed. These cases effectively decouple the
concept of accountability from the demand for alternative
choices, showing that culpability can reside in the agent’s
internal motivations rather than the availability of other

options.
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Beyond logical puzzles, social existence depends on
"reactive attitudes"—the emotional responses that define
our interpersonal lives. As P.F. Strawson argued, our
tendency to feel gratitude, resentment, or praise is deeply
embedded in the way we relate to others. These responses
are not predicated on abstract metaphysical proofs of free
will; they are immediate, essential components of human
interaction. Even if the universe is strictly deterministic,
these attitudes serve as the glue for social cohesion. They
allow communities to navigate behaviors, reinforce
norms, and cultivate mutual respect. Thus, accountability
exists primarily as a social practice rather than a purely
physical property of the human brain. Modern
neuroscience complicates this by examining brain
imaging data that suggests intentions are formed
subconsciously before a person becomes aware of them.
Critics often interpret these findings as proof that
conscious "control" is a myth, thereby invalidating
traditional moral standards. Neuroethics suggests a more
nuanced interpretation. While subconscious processes
initiate actions, the capacity for "veto power" or long-
term deliberation allows for executive functions that
override immediate impulses. Consequently, these
biological findings do not negate the necessity of
responsibility; instead, they refine our understanding of
how self-control operates, shifting the focus from
instantaneous "free choices" to the sustained capacity for

regulating conduct within complex social environments.
Discussion

The inquiry into human agency inevitably encounters the
pervasive influence of moral luck. This phenomenon
highlights how circumstances beyond personal control—
such as  genetic  predispositions, upbringing,
socioeconomic status, and environmental exposure—
shape individual paths and subsequent outcomes. When
analyzing responsibility, these external variables create a

significant hurdle. If an individual’s character and
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decision-making framework are largely products of
influences they did not choose, the traditional
justification for praise and blame becomes increasingly
difficult to sustain. This realization suggests that the
"self" is not an isolated creator of deeds but a deeply
situated entity shaped by a complex web of causal
factors. Given the weight of these external influences,
one must address whether moral responsibility is an
objective, inherent truth or a functional "social fiction."
If absolute free will is scientifically untenable, then the
practice of holding others accountable may be better
understood as a pragmatic necessity. Societies require
stable frameworks to govern interaction, incentivize
prosocial conduct, and minimize harm. Viewing
responsibility as a social construct allows communities to
maintain order without needing to solve the metaphysical
dilemma of determinism. In this sense, accountability
operates as a vital tool for cooperation. Even if the
underlying mechanism of choice is influenced by prior
causes, treating individuals as responsible agents remains
essential for the health of human institutions. This
pragmatic perspective moves the debate away from the
impossible search for uncaused willpower toward the

tangible benefits of a shared moral culture.

Shifting the focus from metaphysical freedom to social
utility has profound consequences for legal systems.
Historically, jurisprudence has leaned heavily toward
retributive justice, a model predicated on the idea that
offenders deserve punishment because they possessed
full, unconstrained agency. If the understanding of
human action acknowledges that biological and
environmental factors significantly constrain choice, the
logic of retribution weakens. Instead, a more evidence-
based approach suggests a transition toward
rehabilitative justice. Rehabilitative models prioritize the
transformation of behavior through education,
psychological support, and environmental modification

rather than merely inflicting suffering for past errors. By
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acknowledging the limits of personal control, legal
institutions can design interventions that address the root
causes of antisocial behavior. This transformation does
not imply that individuals should be exempt from
consequences; rather, it redefines the purpose of those
consequences. Punishment evolves from a tool of moral
vengeance into a mechanism for public safety and
personal restoration. Ultimately, bridging the gap
between scientific understanding and ethical practice
ensures that justice systems remain both effective and
humane. By embracing this functional view of agency,
society can build more equitable structures that account
for human limitations while continuing to uphold the

values necessary for peaceful, collaborative coexistence.
Result

The investigation into human agency reveals a clear
divide between metaphysical aspirations and practical
requirements. While a "strong" definition of free will—
characterized by the capacity for entirely uncaused,
independent choices—remains scientifically contentious
and difficult to reconcile with a deterministic physical
universe, it is not the only way to frame the debate. The
findings indicate that while the libertarian concept of
absolute autonomy faces significant empirical
skepticism, a "functional" model of responsibility
remains both theoretically coherent and practically
indispensable. The key synthesis of this study
demonstrates that moral responsibility is most effectively
grounded in the quality of an agent's intentions and the
stability of personal character, rather than the existence
of metaphysical "uncaused" choices. By shifting focus
toward how individuals process desires and deliberate
over outcomes, it becomes possible to maintain a robust
system of accountability regardless of the underlying
laws of physics. Responsibility serves as a critical social
mechanism that enables human beings to navigate

collective life, fostering cooperation and regulating
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behavior within complex environments. Rather than
searching for a ghost in the biological machine, the focus
should remain on the internal capacity for self-regulation
and the alignment of actions with social values. Even if
every decision originates from a long chain of prior
causes, the ability to act according to one's values and
motives justifies the attribution of praise or blame. This
pragmatic approach resolves the tension between
mechanistic determinism and the necessity of justice. It
allows for the continuation of legal and ethical standards
that protect the public while acknowledging the diverse
influences that shape human behavior. Ultimately, the
survival of societal order does not depend on proving the
existence of an independent, metaphysical will. Instead,
it relies on the recognition that accountability functions
as an essential, evolved tool for human flourishing,
serving as a reliable guide for conduct in a world

governed by cause and effect.

Conclusion

The discourse regarding human agency demonstrates that
while scientific reductionism poses profound questions
about the nature of choice, the necessity of maintaining
moral accountability remains absolute. Efforts to explain
human conduct through neurobiological mechanisms do
not negate the importance of social standards. Instead,
they highlight that responsibility is an essential pillar for
communal life, regardless of whether every action is
predetermined by prior causal chains. Protecting the
concepts of praise and blame is vital, as these practices
provide the framework for interpersonal respect, legal
justice, and the ongoing regulation of collective behavior.
The final assessment of this inquiry points toward an
evolving ethical landscape. The shift in thought reflects a
move away from rigid metaphysical definitions toward a
more nuanced, compatibilist understanding of the human
condition. Recognizing that individuals are influenced by

complex factors—ranging from genetic inheritance to
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environmental context—does not absolve them of duty.
Rather, it encourages a perspective that integrates
material reality with the lived experience of agency. This
perspective suggests that being a moral participant in
society is not about existing outside of causal laws, but
about the capability to reflect on motives and act in
alignment with social values. Looking ahead, the path
forward requires sustained, interdisciplinary dialogue.
Cognitive science and moral philosophy must continue to
bridge their respective fields to refine the definition of
human capability. Future research should prioritize how
findings in brain studies can inform, rather than dismiss,
the principles of ethical behavior and institutional policy.
As humanity gains a deeper understanding of the
biological underpinnings of decision-making, the goal
will be to create systems of justice that are both
scientifically informed and humanely grounded. By
fostering this collaborative exchange, society can ensure
that the structures designed to govern conduct remain
robust, fair, and relevant, acknowledging the complex
balance between the physical forces that shape existence

and the persistent human demand for accountability.
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