
The inadequacy of compatibilism

In this essay I will outline the idea of compatibilism and point out its failings. This will mean grappling with determinism - or more causal determinism – and free will. The reason I believe compatibilism struggles to convince me is the redefining of free will, and the way I see it, it is just a determinist approach in disguise. Going through the critiques of compatibilism and the lacklustre defence will prove that compatibilism falls short of the mark.
Compatibilism
Compatibilism is the thesis that our actions can be both free and determined by prior causes of the laws of nature. Obviously, this statement has a problem. A free action implies that I had the ability to bring it forth and the ability to not bring forth the action but then we say this action is also determined, implying that I could, in fact, not have done otherwise. If this is the case, compatibilism has already made a hiccup. However, the compatibilist changes what we mean by a free action. The compatibilist free action is the ability to act upon the agent’s desires, regardless of if said desires are the effect of a determined prior cause. 
To show their freedom, classic compatibilists analyse what we mean when we say ‘could have done otherwise’ in terms of conditional statements. The compatibilist says that we could have done otherwise if we wished to do otherwise. If an agent decides to do X, they could have done Y if they desired to. Of course, the problem with this is that compatibilists believe their desires are determined; meaning that the agent couldn’t have done otherwise. The compatibilist responds that this analysis is still helpful as it defines what the agent could have done dependent on other desires and what they couldn’t have done, even if they desired to do so. They believe that distinguishing between what was in the capability of the agent and what was not illustrates what the agent has control over, sufficiently proving that there are alternatives within the compatibilist freedom. Now let’s use a traumatised child to prove that wrong:
A girl had a bad experience with blond-haired dogs and now cannot touch any blond-haired dog. When she comes home one day, her father presents her with two dogs – one blond and one black – and tells her to choose. The girl chooses the black one. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  McKenna, Michael and D. Justin Coates, "Compatibilism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2024 Edition), Edward N. Zalta & Uri Nodelman (eds.),] 

If we use compatibilist logic, then the girl was capable of choosing the blond-haired one she just did not desire to. However, the trip-up here is that the girl was incapable of forming a desire to choose the blond-haired dog, thus leaving her with no alternative. This proves that the conditional analysis is wrong. Alternatives are needed to have freedom as the compatibilist states. No alternatives = No freedom. 
The fragility of the compatibilist freedom
With their own definition of free will, compatibilists also have their own ways of losing said freedom. Freedom can be taken away by external and internal factors:
	External
	Internal

	Physically restrained
	Manipulation (subliminal messaging)

	Coercion
	Compulsion/ fear

	Lack of opportunity
	Manipulation (hypnotizing/ conditioning)

	Lack of ability
	Mental condition/ addiction



If any of these factors are applied to an agent, that agent is no longer free and more importantly no longer responsible for their actions. This leads to an obvious problem of moral responsibility for the compatibilist which I will go into detail later. This was more to show how easy it was to take away one’s freedom under the compatibilist logic.
The consequence argument 
“If determinism is true, then our acts are the consequences of the laws of nature and events in the remote past. But it is not up to us what went on before we were born; and neither is it up to us what the laws of nature are. Therefore the consequences of those things (including our own acts) are not up to us.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Peter van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will (Oxford: at the Clarendon Press, 1983), p. 16] 

This is the consequence argument by Peter Van Inwagen. The main points to take away would be:
1. There is nothing we can now do to change the past
2. There is nothing we can now do to change the laws of nature
1+2=
3. There is nothing we can do to change the past and the laws of nature 
4. Our present actions are the necessary consequences of the past and the laws of nature
5. There is nothing we can now do to change the fact that our actions are the necessary consequences of the past and the laws of nature
So, if we take 3 and 5 as truth, we get:
6. There is nothing we can now do to change the fact that our present actions occur
Meaning that we cannot do otherwise for we must adhere to the consequences of the laws of nature and the past, both of which we have no control over. The consequence argument shows we have lost the power to do otherwise and therefore lost free will. 
The classic compatibilist fights back using the hypothetical interpretation of the phrasing (“Nothing we CAN do”) and what Van Inwagen means by “power”.  For the compatibilist, we can do something as long as we are not constrained in any way. So if they analyse “can” in the hypothetical or conditional way, they can argue that the agent “can” have the power to do something.
For instance, look at 1 And 2 In the consequence argument: “There is nothing we CAN now do to change the past” and “There is nothing we CAN now do to change the laws of nature”. The compatibilist can say that we do, in fact, have the power to change the laws of nature and the past and that we would if we desired to.[footnoteRef:3] This is, of course, an incorrect claim. We as humans do not have the power to change the laws of nature nor what has happened before we exist. Meaning the compatibilists objection falls flat.  [3:  A contemporary introduction to free will, Robert kane, Oxford university press (2005), pp.27] 

Another objection the compatibilist has to the consequence argument is rule beta. Rule beta is the justification for point 6. (There is nothing we can now do to change the fact that our present actions occur): “If there is nothing anyone can do to change X, and nothing anyone can do to change the fact that Y is a necessary consequence of X, then there is nothing anyone can do to change Y either.”[footnoteRef:4]The compatibilist, who believes in their hypothetical analysis, agrees that X cannot be proven changeable but Y can be defied. This argument does not claim an agent can change the laws of nature but does claim that there are no constraints to make the agent act differently. Meaning that, to the compatibilist, the agent could have done otherwise and had the power to do otherwise, disproving Y in rule beta. This is a fantastic argument against the consequence if it was not sitting on the foundations of a hypothetical analysis of “can”. This gives more than enough ground for the incompatibilist to disregard this argument because hypothetical analyses of “can” and “do otherwise” tells us that agents can/could do otherwise in cases where it is clear the agent cannot. Going back to the dog example, the girl could never have done otherwise for she was incapable of having the desire to choose the blond dog, we know this, so when the compatibilist says she could have chosen the blond dog we know it to be false.  [4:   A contemporary introduction to free will, Robert kane, Oxford university press (2005), pp.25
] 

The compatibilists problem with moral responsibility
Before the work of Harry Frankfurt and his ‘Frankfurt cases’ (prior 1969) the widely accepted view of moral responsibility in the free will debate was the PAP principle (Principle of Alternate Possibilities) The point boils down to the agent can only be held morally responsible if they could have done otherwise. The classic compatibilist rejects this idea and instead believes that an agent can still be held morally responsible even if they could not have done otherwise. This is what Frankfurt proposes and uses an example:
Think of a man named Juno who is deciding to carry out an action, for this case it will be voting for a candidate.
There is a manipulator named Lumin. Lumin has placed a device in Juno’s brain that will force him to vote for candidate A if he tries to vote for candidate B.
Juno, of his own desire, votes for candidate A so there was no need for Lumin to plant that device on Juno’s brain.
Frankfurt claims that even though Juno had no other choice he can be held responsible as it was in line with his desires.  Frankfurt proves that an agent can be held responsible without having alternate possibilities. 
Now let’s change it a bit
Juno has an addiction to a drug and regularly complies with that addiction.
Lumin plans to force Juno to take the drug if Juno shows signs of not wanting to take the drug
Juno takes the drug by his own volition so there is no need for Lumin to intervene 
Frankfurt would claim that we hold Juno responsible even though he had no alternative possibilities as taking the drug was in line with Juno’s desires. In doing so, Frankfurt has gone against the idea of a classical compatibilist view of free will. One of the ways an agent loses their free will is by suffering from sort of mental condition or addiction. For the compatibilist, the agent who desires to takes drugs cannot be held responsible as it is not a free choice. Whilst this point doesn’t disprove that agents can be held responsible even when there are no alternatives, it does prove the impracticality of compatibilism. It shows how Frankfurt, an avid defender of compatibilism, was not using compatibilist logic when presenting these ideas but instead deterministic logic. 
Frankfurt’s idea that we can hold an agent responsible whilst not having any alternatives can be proven wrong or inadequate by highlighting the importance of ultimate responsibility, self-forming actions and the “Flicker of freedom” defence. Ultimate responsibility, by definition – “The power of agents to be the ultimate creators and sustainers of their own ends and purposes”[footnoteRef:5] – Does not mean that we are required to have the ability to have done otherwise which is in line with Frankfurt but it does not stay that way for ultimate responsibility does require that we could have done otherwise in prior events in which we formed our character, also known as self-forming actions. The self-forming actions actively go against compatibilism’s idea of causally determined formation of desires, the choices you have made in X will lead you to choice Y. The difference is that you had control of X, instead of it being determined, and therefore you have the responsibility of Y. You had alternative possibilities at X so it doesn’t matter if you had no other alternatives at Y, the agent must take ultimate responsibility. “but it is ‘our own free will’ by virtue of the fact that we formed it by other choices or actions in the past (SFAs) that brought him to the point in his life where he could do no other”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Agency, Responsibility, and Indeterminism: reflections on Libertarian theories of Free Will, Robert Kane, pp.73]  [6:  Agency, Responsibility, and Indeterminism: reflections on Libertarian theories of Free Will, Robert Kane, pp.73
] 

The” Flicker of freedom” argument[footnoteRef:7] – brought forth by David Widerker - is the idea that even in the smallest possible amount, there is still the possibility to have alternative possibilities. Juno may hesitate to vote for candidate A, it doesn’t matter that he eventually did vote for A for the deliberation, for Widerker, is proof that there was a chance for alternative possibilities. This means that an agent can always have alternate possibilities. [7:  Libertarianism and Frankfurt's Attack on the Principle of Alternative Possibilities, David Widerker, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 104, No. 2 (Apr., 1995), pp. 247-261 ] 

Ultimate responsibility and self-forming actions show the inadequacy of Frankfurt’s conclusion, and the “flicker of freedom” argument shows that Frankfurt has come to the wrong conclusion. Frankfurt himself struggles to remain in the compatibilist framework, proving that moral responsibility seems impossible for the compatibilist.
Conclusion 
After seeing all these problems with compatibilism? Notable figures like John Locke, David Hume and John Stuart Mill endorse compatibilism, perhaps they saw a way of “reconciling ordinary experience of being free with scientific views about the universe and human beings”[footnoteRef:8]. This statement could have been true if they dropped the last three words, “about human beings”, I do believe the world itself is deterministic in a sense: 2+2 will always equal four and two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen will always create water. These things about the world are irrefutable, unchanging but humans are not. Whilst the earth is bound by the laws of nature, we as humans are not. Our actions are not the consequence of the remote past but the outcome of our choices. Kane’s idea of self-forming choices and ultimate responsibility works around the alternative possibility problem; Wideker has shown that no matter how small, we still have freedom; Van Inwagen presents how impossible it is for the compatibilist to fight back without using hypothetical logic and, most damning of all, the compatibilist Frankfurt goes against his own stance when trying to prove it. The compatibilist idea is so inoperable that it cannot function without changing definitions and of course it is; they try to bring two positively charged magnets next to each other and expect the magnets to like it. The point of this is to show the unique power humans have, we are not hydrogen or numbers, so we do not follow the same rules as them. We have authority over who we will be and the obligation to take responsibility for this.  [8:  A contemporary introduction to free will, Robert kane, Oxford university press (2005), pp.12] 
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