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Abstract: The statement that ultimate responsibility is a mere illusion is so daunting that it stirred 
up a bitter quarrel among philosophers. I seek an alternative to free will being compatible with 
determinism to make responsibility possible regardless of the reluctance to admit it. The 
relationship between consciousness and ultimate responsibility can be explained by further 
understanding of free will and consciousness. If we carry out our actions consciously, we are 
ultimately responsible for our personal actions. In this essay, I briefly argue that consciousness can 
allow ultimate responsibility to persist against the assumption of determinism and thus is a suitable 
alternative to free will. 

1. Introduction 
Determinism states that “each event permits at most one possible subsequent course of events” 

predetermined by the laws of nature [1], environmental factors, genetic variations, etc. Even though 
determinism is highly controversial, I would argue that in daily life examples of determinism 
abound, showing a high probability of determinism being true. For example, people’s behaviors 
may be determined by positive and negative reinforcements, according to psychological 
behaviorism [2]. Moreover, if we could find a universal unified theory of physics, then through the 
theory, we could predict the state of the universe at any time, including the people’s decisions or 
actions [3]. If determinism is true, then people’s actions are also predetermined, which makes the 
conclusion that we have free will, defined as the freedom to choose according to one’s will, 
unsound. Further, assigning ultimate responsibility for our actions, which is closely connected to 
free will, also becomes doubtful. 

2. Incompatibilism and Ultimate Responsibility 
Given the assumption that biological, environmental, and causal determinism exists, the 

following will prove the incompatibility between determinism and free will, refute the compatibilist 
theory concerning the alternative possibility, and argue against the existence of ultimate 
responsibility based on free will. 

2.1. Free Will and Determinism 
The majority of philosophers define free will in two ways. Some scholars (e.g., Manuel Vargas, 

Neil Levy, and Derk Pereboom [4]) equate free will with the freedom to do otherwise [5]. But based 
on determinism, the agent’s action, preference, and disposition are all predetermined. Therefore, the 
agent’s final choice or outcome of her deliberation is set and won’t change. That is, the agent has no 
other option, thus no freedom to do otherwise [6]. Accordingly, the agent does not have free will. 

Other philosophers such as Robert Kane, Thomas Pink, and Linda Zagzebski [7] propose the 
source hood definition of free will that if and only if the agent is the source of her action or choice, 
then she is exercising free will [8]. Provided that determinism is true, the agent’s action is 
determined by her environment and genes, so the environmental and biological factors, rather than 
herself, are the source of her action. Thus, she is not exercising free will. Namely, free will in this 
case is not active. Therefore, free will does not participate in the decision-making process and hence 
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will not impose any actual impact on the final decision and the action. Consequently, the agent’s 
free will is deactivated by determinism. In both ways, free will is incompatible with determinism 
[9]. 

2.2. Free Will and Ultimate Responsibility 
According to John Martin Fischer, Susan Wolf, and Alfred Remen Mele [10], free will is a 

necessary condition for ultimate responsibility because it is unacceptable that we assume 
responsibility for actions or consequences that are not caused and controlled by us [11]. Otherwise, 
it is frightening that people need to be ultimately responsible for things that are causally non-related 
to them and out of their control. In other words, when it comes to decision-making and action-
taking, if and only if the agent is able to decide for herself, i.e., she is the source of her action, she 
takes ultimate responsibility [12]. 

However, when the free will becomes an illusion, so does ultimate responsibility. This 
conclusion is daunting. To find a way out, compatibilists try to argue that free will, and 
consequently ultimate responsibility, can coexist with determinism [13]. Many compatibilists do so 
by contending that the alternative possibility entailed by free will is an intention to do otherwise 
instead of the freedom to do otherwise [14]. It follows that the agent is exerting free will only when 
she wills to do otherwise, despite her inability to in fact do otherwise due to determinism. 

A problem arises that although the agent can will otherwise, shifting intentions while weighing 
the pros and cons of each choice, before she carries out any action, she must will the option that is 
predetermined to be willed right before the moment she acts, otherwise it would go against 
determinism. Therefore, albeit many options can be willed before action, only the last willed option 
that is predetermined can affect the agent’s action. Thus, the decision-making process is dominated 
by free will defined by the mere intention to do otherwise, but at the last moment, it is still 
determinism that makes the final decision that directly leads to action. In this case, free will does 
exist but not along with ultimate responsibility because free will doesn’t cause action. 

Hence, given determinism, either free will cannot be proved to exist, or the version of free will 
that can be proved to exist does not entail responsibility, so no agent can assume ultimate 
responsibility based on determinism. Although admitting that determinism is highly probable, we 
do not accept that ultimate responsibility is only a mirage. The ensuing fear calls for an alternative 
of free will to bridge between determinism and responsibility, which needs to be compatible with 
determinism and be able to entail ultimate responsibility.  

3. Consciousness and Ultimate Responsibility 
I will argue that an appropriate alternative to free will is consciousness. Although a precise 

definition of consciousness is still controversial, mainstream theories indeed provide valuable 
insights into the subject. In the following, I will summarize some mainstream definitions and 
existing problems in this area, introduce Robert Gulick’s theory while arguing for its superiority, 
and explain the relationship between consciousness and ultimate responsibility based on 
determinism. 

Among all the theories concerning the nature of consciousness, higher-order (HO) theories are 
one of the most systematically developed and harshly challenged. According to Rocco Gennaro, 
higher-order theorists “attempt to explain consciousness in mentalistic terms, by reference to such 
notions as ‘thoughts’ and ‘awareness [15].’” There is a common division in HO theorists between 
the higher-order thought theory (HOT) and the higher-order perception theory (HOP). The former 
argues that being conscious requires the higher-order cognitive state to be aware of the conceptual 
content in the lower-order one and the latter contends that being conscious entails the perceptual or 
experiential state of the mind. 

Despite the specific differences in theories within the HO theoretical system, objections they 
confront are shared and reoccurring: infinite regress, infant consciousness, the generality problem, 
etc. All threaten the practicality of HO theories and their suitability with our intuitions about 
consciousness in varying degrees. Nevertheless, theories including the same-order monitoring 
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theory of consciousness improve on HO theories in terms of infinite regress, the problem of fission, 
etcetera [16], yet no consensus has been reached on these amendments. Moreover, because theorists 
overly focus on problem-solving rather than illustrate why the theory is designed in a certain way 
[16], some proposed theories are strange. Thus, a more carefully and naturally articulated definition 
of consciousness is needed. 

Established on the HOT, Gulick’s theory of consciousness is a good candidate. Borrowing 
William Lycan’s theory defining introspection as an internal self-scanning process that generates 
representations of what the agent is perceiving, Gulick argues that introspection “produces the states 
of self-awareness that function as the meta-mental components of relational complexes needed for 
conscious mental states [17].” Further explained by Eric Schwitzebel, the agent’s awareness of her 
own experiential or perceptual content in lower-order mental states through introspection makes 
herself a conscious being [18]. This theory explains the relation between introspection, self-
awareness, and consciousness and takes people’s intuitive understanding of consciousness into 
account. Therefore, Gulick’s theory is considered more comprehensive and adopted in this essay. 

Consciousness is compatible with determinism in the sense that while the content of the mental 
state M can be determined by the external world, the awareness of M is up to the agent herself and 
unrelated to determinism. Hence, when the agent is aware of what she is doing or deciding to do 
through introspection, she is self-conscious and acknowledges her participation in the events that 
happened that are caused by her action in reality. In other words, although the agent's decision 
about what particular action to take is determined by external factors, she is the conscious subject of 
her action; that is, the agent is aware that it is she who is making happen of the specific action and 
impacting the real world. Thus, she is the source of her action. Since source hood is necessary and 
sufficient for ultimate responsibility, as the source of action when she is conscious, the agent is 
ultimately responsible for her action when being conscious, and vice versa. 

Nevertheless, luck-free moral responsibility (LFMR) theorists, who propose that luck or factors 
out of the agent’s control are irrelevant to moral responsibility [19], may reject my argument by 
insisting that my argument will hold ultimately responsible those who should not. For example, 
when agents are manipulated so that they consciously think they are the source of their actions but 
are truly not, according to my theory, agents are still supposed to be ultimately responsible. This 
conclusion seems counter-intuitive and contradictory to my argument because the agents are 
assuming responsibility for actions of which they are not the true source.  

However, the challenge of LFMR theorists does not hold because they confuse the false reality 
in the agent’s mind with the true reality. When the agent is manipulated by external determining 
factors, a false representation of reality forms in the agent’s mind, making her mistake herself for 
the one who is ultimately responsible. Therefore, the reality in the agent’s mind differs from the true 
reality constituted of facts, and thus the conclusion that is tenable in the false reality (represented in 
the agent’s mind) cannot be generalized as the truth in an objective, factual world. Hence, according 
to my theory of ultimate responsibility based on consciousness, the manipulated agent is ultimately 
responsible in the false reality but is not in the true reality. Because all the discussions about 
ultimate responsibility in this essay take place in the true reality, the objection under the false reality 
cannot threaten my theory.  

4. The Problem of Zombies  
4.1. Philosophical Zombie 

The theory of ultimate responsibility based on consciousness naturally shares problems 
confronted by consciousness, of which the challenge of philosophical zombies is the most related 
one. A philosophical zombie is an automaton that is behaviorally indistinguishable from humans 
despite lacking phenomenal experience [20]. The apparent possibility of zombies poses a problem 
for functions and existence of consciousness and thus the theory of ultimate responsibility in this 
essay [21]. 

Given that philosophical zombies are unconscious counterparts of humans [21], zombies are by 
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definition not ultimately responsible for their actions. When no responsibility needs to be assumed, 
zombies are less restrained and less scared to commit crimes. Therefore, it is more likely for 
zombies to violate laws more frequently. 

Moreover, Gulick’s theory about consciousness offers no way for the external world to 
distinguish who is conscious. Hence, if zombies exist, it is difficult to distinguish zombies 
(unconscious automatons) from humans (conscious counterparts). As a result, we cannot judge 
decisively whether zombies exist. But what if some zombies are wanton criminals? Being 
unconscious, they are not ultimately responsible, thus may mess up the world. 

4.2. Responses 
This worry is not a problem at all because it is caused by the confusion between legal 

responsibility and ultimate responsibility. The ultimate responsibility, “is something ‘there’ to be 
recognized [22],” meaning that they naturally exist. But legal responsibility is socially constructed 
[23]. Thus, these two types of responsibility are different. Zombies at most can only escape ultimate 
responsibility for the lack of consciousness, whereas they are still legally punished for their crimes. 
Therefore, the world will not result in chaos [24]. 

5. Conclusion  
By substituting free will with consciousness to bridge between ultimate responsibility and 

determinism, explaining the relationship between consciousness and ultimate responsibility, and 
defending the theory proposed in this essay, I conclude that if we carry our actions consciously, we 
are ultimately responsible. 
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