Critically assess the compatibilist account of free will


The term free will theorises an individual’s independent power to control one’s own choices and actions, an ability to having desires, beliefs and intentions(O’Connor and Franklin, 2022).  A concept that believes choices are made not entirely by determined prior causes or divine intervention(Fisher, Brent, 2016).   It is a belief that holds a psychological impact on humanity, as it affects how people perceive their own actions as well as those of others, be they cultural influences or a result of society as a whole.  This pertaining to their attitudes and consideration awarded towards punishment, reward and responsibility.    The notion that individuals have free will still perplexes philosophers to this date with the idealism that humans hold a strong sense of freedom and as such, must believe in and have free will also(Fisher, Brent, 2016). Further to this analysis is whether we have control over our actions, to what level, what type of control is present and to what extent.   Within Philosophy itself there are 3 concepts with which are used to examine Free Will, these being free will itself, moral responsibility and determinism(Fischer et al., 2024).  In this essay I will be providing an assessment on the philosophical overview of free will dependant on the Compatibilists viewpoints, this being done while introducing the 3 philosophical concepts used to measure free will in its essence. This will include a description of what the term compatibilism itself encompasses, will include descriptive information on the basis of determinism while providing an overview of the three Philosophical concepts used to measure free will and will provide and examine an example of moral  judgement using a compatibilists viewpoints to distinguish the measure of their value on free will.

The term compatibilism originates and is championed by ancient Stoic philosophers and scholastics of the ancient and Medieval period(Free will and moral responsibility - Compatibilism, Determinism, Libertarianism | Britannica, 2024). Compatibilism addresses the conflict between free will and determinism, this is due to nondeterminism and determinism having broader applications. It in itself is the belief that determinism and free will are compatible with one another, that they are not mutually exclusive and can coexist.  That if one’s actions are determined by prior events and natural laws we are still deemed as free providing that we act in accordance with our desires, as being supported by philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes and David Hume.  Compatibilists are referred to as soft determinists where they revise the Nichomachean Ethics common sense notion of free will(Free will and moral responsibility - Compatibilism, Determinism, Libertarianism | Britannica, 2024).  Compatibilism is sometimes expressed as a thesis about the compatibility between moral responsibility and determinism resulting from free will being a condition of moral responsibility. Within Compatibilism there are variations in beliefs about the definition of free will therefore being categorised as contemporary and classical. A Classical compatibilists definition of free will is perceived from the freedom of action. Seventeenth century English Philosopher Thomas Hobbes refers to this by stating that man is determined to follow a path set by things, that there are sufficient and necessary reasons to course things to happen and it would not happen any other way.  This can be compared to a person’s upbringing , sense of values, however they are then free to do what they will as long as nothing restricts her, at this point her actions from her will are not determined(‘Hobbes on compatibilism – Ethics Online’, 2017).  He favours both unencumbered and unimpeded as a compelled action as from being forced by a foreign or external source to act against own will(McKenna, no date). He represents an expression of the compatibilist account of freedom and that there are components comprising of doing what one wills, desires or inclines to do, referring it to a positive attribute and naming it power of agency while the negative attribute is finding a ‘no stop’ in which is unencumbered or unimpeded but is a compelled action which is created when one’s actions are controlled or forced by external forces to act contrary to one’s will at he has the will to do, ones desires or inclinations to do. This consistence of what is created in the power of agency and finding ‘no stop’ of acting unencumbered or unimpeded. He then Favours both unencumbered and unimpeded as a compelled action as from being forced by a foreign or external source to act against own will(McKenna, no date).   While contemporary compatibilism define free will by viewing it as a psychological capacity.

[bookmark: _Hlk179966291]Formally known as liberum arbitrium(Free Will | Encyclopedia.com, May 2014) by Christian philosophy in the 4th century CE Free Will was introduced into Western Christianity by the second century theologian Tertulian(Clark, 2019).  The concepts of the philosophical bases of free will were first proposed by Greek thinkers and then developed further by patristic and medieval writers under Christian religions influence.  Medieval scholastic philosophers considered free will a theological problem believing that if god causes all things and yet the universe is deterministic we are without the ability to act freely(Free will and moral responsibility - Compatibilism, Determinism, Libertarianism | Britannica, no date).  Freedom in philosophical debates are usually distinguished from religious and political freedom(Fischer et al., 2024).  While free will itself is a philosophical and scientific term governing the supposed power humankind holds over their own actions and ability to make decisions independently without influence from prior events or individual influence.  However Aristotle favours that a man born of good can still choose evil, countering the shared viewpoint of Plato and Socrates who believed that a wicked man was ignorant of what is good(Free Will | Encyclopedia.com, May 2014 ).  The bases of free will is correlated from subjective experiences of freedom, that is using sentiments of guilt and on revealed religion.  Within this lies the common assumption of moral responsibility within an individual while understanding the concepts of law, reward, incentive and reward(Free will | Definition, Determinism, & Facts | Britannica, 2024).
Moral responsibility itself is closely linked to Free will underpinning many legal and ethical systems holding individuals accountable for their actions.  It is understood that moral responsibility is a status connected to judgements resulting from moral praise and blame, indicating connectivity between responsibility and responsibilities as obligations(Fischer et al., 2024).  However there is a counter debate referred to as the Basic Argument elaborating we are not truly morally responsible for our actions due to determinism being true or false(work(s):, 1994).  This highlights the thinking that to be explicitly responsible one must have full control over how one became themselves mentally and have chosen to become that in a reason, conscious, intentional fashion, thus true moral responsibility is impossible without self- determination as ones being is influenced as a result of heredity and early experiences(work(s):, 1994).  Moral Responsibility has been linked by anthropologists to guilt and shame cultures cementing the premise that the depth of responsibility felt and obtained is dependent on the level of shame projected by ones family or government(work(s):, 1994)  Harry Frankfurt believed that moral responsibility is dependent on if the agents actions were performed from their will, that it is not essential in that an agent could of done otherwise.

Determinism is a philosophical thesis in which concludes that the results produced in the future are determined by those of the past, that if you knew all physical laws the future could in principle could be predicted(Philosophy, 2018).  That all human actions and decisions made and carried out are determined by natural law, that everything is inevitable and could not of occurred differently, that the universe has one exact physically possible future, one physically possible outcome(Fischer et al., 2024)   Thus invalidates the believes that free will is possible and is denied .  It characterization of what things would be like if they were deterministic, but not that the universe is deterministic(Fischer et al., 2024).  Within Determinism there are three type categories, casual, Biological and Theological.  Casual being that events are necessitated events and conditions with the laws of nature, while Biological is the belief that behaviour is controlled by an individual’s genes or resulting from their physiology, with Theological Determinism resulting from the view that events are preordained by a deity.
If a woman while in the process of defending herself from her abusive husband accidentally causes his death, who and how would lay claim to her level of free will in the matter? Self-defence would be the result of her instinctual action, she had not the intent to kill him so there was no desire to harm him, her desire would have been to protect herself and to relieve herself from the environment that was causing her pain.  From her perspective however she would morally feel responsible for the results of her actions and judge herself as such.   She would contemplate that she was driven to react in no other manner than which resulted in her husband’s death(Fischer, 2012).  A determinist would conclude that those actions were determined by the woman’s previous exposure to violence from her husband, that she knew no other way to react due to past influences.  Believing that the woman had no other desires than those in the moment the incident occurred.  However long she had been experiencing emotional/physical violence from her abuser it is natural that her emotions would have been heightened over a period and so it was determined that she would retaliate with force.  Thus conducing that no-one has dominion over the facts of the past and the laws of nature(McKenna and Coates, 2024).  When referring to compatibilists views on violence emphasis is given to rationality and responsiveness reasons, thus she may still be held morally responsible if they tally with her internal desires. Although then she felt an instinctual need to defend herself and she had not the intent to harm her husband, rather that she wished the violence to cease, that in itself is her desire so she is responsible for the action of the death(Robb, 2023).    A classical viewpoint within the Compatibilist category would assert a conditional analysis, would say at the time of acting she could of if chosen the ability to alter the result of the confrontation if she had of walked away thus not killing her husband. That she would be held morally responsible if her actions were in line with her desires and reasons.
There are different variations of how free will is measured within several variations of compatibilists themselves which creates problems analysing and evaluating the level of free will obtained by an individual creating a weaker value on it premise.  Its primary function is acknowledging levels of deterministic existence and that of free will, while offering guidelines for accountability.  In Book III Aristotle writes of humans responsibility to choose their own actions even with dispositions that are not voluntary in the same sense actions within the confines of their nature, that humans have the ability to mould and develop their moral character.  Critics of compatiblism have often focused on the definitions of free will, have conferred that an agents actions being determined undermines responsibility, that the distinction between free and unfree is vague.  American philosopher Steven Weinberg believed that free will is our conscious experience of deciding what to do.
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