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INTRODUCTION:
REDEFINING RIGHT
AND WRONG

For centuries, a

profound schism has
existed in Western
thought. On one side
stands the realm of

science, concerned
with objective facts,
empirical evidence,

and measurable truths.
On the other lies the
realm of morality, often
relegated to subjective
opinion, cultural
convention, or religious
dogma. Into this divide
steps neuroscientist
and philosopher Sam
Harris, armed with a

provocative and deeply
challenging thesis. In
his 2010 book, Sam
Harris The Moral
Landscape, he argues
that this separation is
not only artificial but
dangerous. He
contends that we can,
and indeed must, think
about morality in terms
of measurable realities
concerning human and
animal well-being.

The central premise is
as bold as it is
controversial: Harris
proposes that science
can determine human
values and answer
moral questions. This is
not merely a
suggestion that
science can inform
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PEAKS ANDa direct
claim that moral truth
exists, and that we can
discover it through a
principled

understanding of the
human condition. By
anchoring morality to
the well-being of
conscious creatures,
Harris attempts to
build a bridge from the

"is" of scientific
description to the
"ought" of moral

prescription. This
article explores the
core arguments of
Sam Harris The

Moral Landscape,
examining its
foundations, its
challenges to

traditional philosophy,
the fierce criticisms it
has attracted, and its
potential impact on
how we understand
human flourishing.

THE CORE THESIS:

VALLEYS OF
EXPERIENCE

The metaphorical
"“moral landscape" is
central to Harris's
argument. Imagine a
vast, multidimensional
terrain. The peaks of
this landscape
represent the heights
of human and animal
well-being—states of
flourishing, happiness,
connection, and
minimal suffering. The
valleys, conversely,
represent the depths of
misery, pain,
deprivation, and
suffering. The central
claim is that there are
objectively better and
worse ways to navigate
this terrain. Some
actions, beliefs, and
social structures lead
us toward the peaks,
while others inevitably
drive us into the
valleys.
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Defining
Well-
being as
the
Foundatio
N

Harris does not
pretend that "well-
being" is a simple,
monolithic concept. He
acknowledges its
complexity and the
fact that different
cultures and
individuals may have
divergent visions of a
good life. However, he
insists that this
diversity exists within a
framework of objective
possibilities.  For
instance, a society that
values genuine human
connection, physical

health, and intellectual
freedom is likely to
experience higher
peaks of well-being
than a society built on
slavery, systematic
torture, and ignorance.

This is not about
prescribing a single,
narrow path to
happiness. The moral
landscape is full of
different  kinds  of
peaks. The well-being
of a contemplative
monk, a passionate
artist, and a dedicated
parent may look very
different. However,
their states of
flourishing are all real
and measurable to
some degree. The key
point from Sam Harris
The Moral
Landscape is that not
just any value system
can be valid. A culture
that idealizes suffering
for its own sake or that
thrives on the
exploitation of others is



objectively worse, as it
creates a lower peak
(or a deeper valley) on
the landscape of
conscious experience.

Why the
"Is-
Ought”
Gap Is
Not a
Problem

Philosophers since
David Hume have
argued that you cannot
derive an "ought" (a
moral prescription)
from an "is" (a factual
statement). This is
known as the
naturalistic fallacy or
Hume's guillotine.
Harris directly
confronts this, arguing

that the gap is a logical
illusion in the context
of well-being. He uses
an analogy: if we
accept that health is a
value in medicine, we
can derive "ought"
statements from it.

* Factual
premise:
Smoking tobacco
increases the risk
of lung cancer.

e Value premise:
Health is a goal
we should
pursue.

e Conclusion
(Ought): People
ought not to
smoke.

Harris argues that the
same logic applies to
morality. If we accept
that the well-being of
conscious creatures is
the only thing we can
care about for its own
sake, then we have a
foundation for moral
truth. We cannot ask
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"why should anyone
care about well-being?"
without implicitly
caring about it already.
The question itself
presupposes a
framework of concern.
By positing well-being
as the ultimate basis
for morality, Sam
Harris The Moral
Landscape effectively

sidesteps the
traditional is-ought
problem. Morality

becomes a science of
maximizing the
flourishing of conscious
life.

CHALLENGING THE
DOGMAS OF THE
LEFT AND RIGHT

Harris's thesis occupies
an uncomfortable
position in the modern
intellectual landscape,
attracting criticism
from both the religious
right and the secular
left. His argument is
not a defense of the

status quo or a simple
endorsement of liberal
democracy. It is a
fundamental rethinking
of how we arrive at
moral truths.

Against
Relativis
m and
Cultural
Postmode
rnism

The most common
criticism from the
secular left is that
Harris is naive or even
dangerous. Many
scholars in the
humanities and social
sciences, influenced by
postmodernism and
cultural relativism,
argue that moral



values are entirely
contingent on culture,
language, and power
structures. They view
any attempt to declare
some values
"objectively better" as
a form of intellectual
imperialism or a
slippery slope toward
authoritarianism.

Harris rejects this
relativism outright. He
argues that it leads to
a moral paralysis
where we cannot
condemn even the
most obvious
atrocities—such as the
Taliban's oppression of
women or the practice
of slavery—as
universally wrong. For
Harris, moral relativism
is not a sophisticated
stance; it is a failure of
intellectual courage.
The fact that a culture
"values" something
does not make it
moral. The moral
landscape provides a

framework to judge
such values against the
objective reality of
suffering and well-
being.

Against
Religious
Absolutis
m

On the other side,
religious conservatives
often argue that
without a divine
lawgiver, there can be
no objective morality.
They see Harris's
project as a dangerous
attempt to replace God
with the authority of
science. Harris, a well-
known atheist and
critic of religion,
counters this by
pointing out that
religion offers no real
foundation for
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objective

either. It
substitutes one
authority (divine
command) for another,
often relying on faith
rather than evidence.

morality
merely

He argues that any
moral principle derived
from religion—such as
the Golden Rule—must
be judged by its
consequences on
human well-being. If a
divine command were
to tell us to torture
children, we would
recognize it as evil.
This means we already
have a standard for
good and evil that is
independent of God:
the well-being of
conscious creatures. In
this sense, Sam
Harris The Moral
Landscape argues
that science and
reason can provide a
more solid and
transparent foundation
for morality than faith

ever could.

NEUROSCIENCE
AND THE STUDY
OF MORALITY

As a neuroscientist,
Harris brings a unique
perspective to moral
philosophy. He points
to the growing body of

research in
neuroscience,
psychology, and

behavioral economics
that is shedding light
on the neural
correlates of
happiness, empathy,
and moral reasoning.
He argues that as our
understanding of the
human brain improves,
we will be able to make
increasingly informed
decisions about how to
structure society to
promote well-being.



Measurin
g

and anxiety. These
data points, while
imperfect, can be used
to make informed
comparisons between

Subje iV ctems, and

e
Exper
e

One of the most
practical implications
of Harris's argument is
that we can, and
should, work toward
measuring the states
of conscious
experience. While we
cannot directly
experience another
person's feelings, we
can measure proxies:
levels of stress
hormones, brain
activity patterns, self-
reported happiness
scores, life expectancy,
and rates of depression

cultural practices.

Harris acknowledges
that we may never

| Y] € perfect "well-

being meter," but we
do not need perfection
to make progress. We
already know that
getting enough sleep is
better for cognitive
function than sleep
deprivation. We know
that chronic stress
damages health. The
project of Sam Harris
The Moral
Landscape is to take
this kind of empirical
reasoning and apply it
to moral questions on a
larger scale.
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Beyond

Mere
Preferenc

es

A key distinction Harris
makes is between
genuine well-being and
mere preference
satisfaction. A person
might prefer to live in a
fantasy fueled by
drugs, but that does
not mean they are
flourishing. A society
might prefer to keep
women uneducated,
but that does not mean
it is a good society.
The moral landscape
challenges us to look
beyond what people
claim to want and
toward what actually

leads to their
flourishing. This
requires a deep

engagement with the
science of human
nature, including our
biases, our blind spots,
and our potential for
growth.

CRITICISMS AND
COUNTERARGUME
NTS

Naturally, a thesis as
ambitious as Harris's
has attracted
significant criticism. It
is important to
understand these
counterarguments to
engage with the text
honestly.

The
Problem
of
Different



Moral
Peaks

One common criticism
is that Harris's concept
of well-being is too
vague to serve as a
foundation for
objective morality.
What happens when
two different "peaks"
of well-being are in
conflict? For example,
a society that highly
values individual
liberty might look very
different from a society
that highly values
collective security.
Both could Dbe
considered "peaks" in
terms of well-being for
their members, but
they are fundamentally
different and require
different trade-offs.
Critics argue that Sam
Harris The Moral
Landscape does not
provide a clear method

10

for resolving such
conflicts without
resorting to subjective
preference.

The
Charge of
Scientism

Another major criticism
is that Harris is guilty
of "scientism"—the
view that science is the
only valid way of

knowing. Critics,
including many
philosophers, argue

that ethics is a distinct
domain of inquiry that
cannot be reduced to
empirical science. They
contend that Harris's
project confuses
factual questions (what
makes people happy?)
with ethical questions
(what is the right thing
to do?). Even if we
could fully describe
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what well-being looks
like in the brain, we
would still need a
normative argument
for why we should

pursue it. Harris's
response is that this
question is

meaningless because
well-being is the only
thing we can value for
its own sake, but many
philosophers find this
answer unsatisfying.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
PUBLIC DISCOURSE
AND POLICY

Despite the criticisms,
the ideas presented in
Sam Harris The

Moral Landscape
have significant
implications for how we
approach public
debate. Currently,
many policy

disagreements are
framed as battles
between irreconcilable
worldviews. Harris
suggests that we could
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instead treat moral
questions as empirical
ones. Consider the
following areas where
this approach could be
applied:

e Criminal
Justice: Does
retributive
punishment or
restorative
justice lead to
greater overall
well-being, lower
recidivism, and
safer
communities?
Economic
Policy: What is
the relationship
between income
inequality and
average life
satisfaction?
What distribution
of resources
maximizes the
peaks of the
moral landscape?
Education:
What kind of
educational



system best
promotes critical
thinking,
emotional
resilience, and
long-term life
satisfaction?

e Public Health:
How should we
balance
individual liberty
with collective
safety during a
pandemic? This
is a direct
qguestion of
trading off
different types of
well-being and
harm.

In each case, Harris
argues that we can
collect data, run
experiments, and
revise our policies
based on what actually
works to improve
conscious experience.
This does not mean
that such decisions
become easy or
automatic. It means

that they become
genuine problems of
knowledge, not just
problems of taste.
They become subject
to reason and
evidence. This is the
transformative promise
of the moral landscape:
it offers a way to have
more productive, less
divisive, and more
evidence-informed
conversations about
how to live together.

CONCLUSION: A
CALL FOR A WIDER
CONVERSATION

Sam Harris's "The
Moral Landscape" is
not the final word on
morality, nor does it
claim to be. It is a
powerful and
provocative challenge
to the way we think
about right and wrong.
By insisting that
questions of good and
evil are questions
about the well-being of
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conscious creatures, condemned. It has
Harris invites us to been called naive,
take moral philosophy dangerous, and
seriously as a domain revolutionary. But

of potential knowledge.
He asks us to reject the
lazy assumption that
all values are equally
valid and to embrace
the difficult, ongoing
project of
understanding what it
truly means for
humans to flourish.

The book has been
both celebrated and

13

regardless of where
one stands on the
details, the central
question Harris poses
is inescapable: If we
can know, through
reason and evidence,
that certain
experiences are better
than others, why
should we not use this
knowledge to



