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Compatibilism™ emerges as a response to a problem posed by determinism. But
what problem is that? Well, suppose, as the thesis of causal determinism tells us,




that everything that occurs is the inevitable result of the laws of nature and the
state of the world in the distant past. If this is the case, then everything human
agents do flows from the laws of nature and the way the world was in the distant
past. But if what we do is simply the consequence of the laws of nature and the
state of the world in the distant past—then we cannot do anything other than
what we ultimately do. Nor are we in any meaningful sense the ultimate causal
source of our actions, since they have their causal origins in the laws of nature
and the state of the world long ago. Determinism therefore seems to prevent
human agents from having the freedom to do otherwise, and it also seems to
prevent them from being the sources of their actions. If either of these is true,
then it’s doubtful that human agents are free or responsible for their actions in
any meaningful sense.

However, compatibilists believe that free will is compatible with determinism.
They argue that the view that free will is incompatible with determinism rests upon
a confusion of causation with coercion® or control 1 am unfree, certainly, if my
actions are controlled by another agent: if, for instance, my desires and beliefs are
simply irrelevant to what I end up doing. If someone physically manipulates me, or
holds a gun to my head, then my actions have their source in someone else, and I
am not responsible for them. But the mere fact that determinism is true (if it is
true) doesn't show that our actions are coerced or controlled by others. When I go
get myself a cheese sandwich, I do so because [ want to, and this remains true
even if | am determined to want a cheese sandwich. No one forces me to get a
cheese sandwich. Not even determinism forces me: to be determined to do
something is nothing like being forced to do it. Once again, force is something that
is applied to me in spite of what I want, by others or the external world, but
determinism, if it is true, works through me and my desires. We rightly object to
force, external control and coercion, but we are just confused if we identify
determinism with these external powers. Even if determinism is true, rational
agents are typically free: free to do what they like.

*compatibilism, ¥H=. **coercion, 7+ Q.
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