Free Will & Determinism: Some Terms of the Discussion
Like all disciplines, philosophy and particular philosophical issues develops a unique vocabulary.
It is always a challenge to get clear on the assumed meanings that folks who have been
discussing an area for some time use. The ancient issues about human freedom have developed a
repertoire of terms and arguments that take some getting used to. I'll provide here some
descriptions of some of the main terms signifying positions in the discussion. Two important
points need to be noted:
1) This is a micro-summary of a global dialogue that has been ongoing for thousands of years.
Even before the development of literature that we regard as philosophical, we have the record of
stories that explore the issues of freedom, fate, and cause. Humans have long been aware of the
significance and difficulty of their own agency and their relation to the world. The tiny set of
overgeneralized description that I give here cannot encompass that rich background.
2) This is not a shopping list of positions. In order to discover how any of these ideas really
connect with your own thoughts, it takes a thoughtful study of the reasoning and interactions of
the issue. I am merely providing these descriptions as a way to facilitate the dialogue.
A main part of the issue starts with two positions as (seemingly) opposite poles:
Hard Determinism: Every event has a cause and everything that happens is fully determined by
the causes that precede it. Everything that every person thinks and does is a product of prior
causes. In effect, the entire course of our lives in total detail is set before we even exist, and
could not be otherwise. Libertarianism and other views that posit a Free Will that is not subject to
strict causation are captured by an illusion.
Libertarianism: Humans really do have the ability to choose between alternative courses of
action. That is what is meant by "Free Will." People make choices and are responsible for their
choices. Hard Determinism is incorrect in holding that everything is a product of causes. Free
choices of free human beings are not merely the products of prior causes. (This view is not the
same as the political Libertarian popular in the contemporary U.S. A political libertarian might
also be a hard determinist).
We may say that these extremes are 'incompatible' since both of them cannot be true - they rule
each other out. Hence, someone who holds a version of these incompatible views may be called
an "incompatibalist."
Over the centuries, many thinkers have sought ways to reconcile the ideas of "causation" and
"free will." They tend to view the basic ideas of Determinism and Libertarianism as compatible,
hence they may be called "compatibalists."
Thomas Hobbes and David Hume are outstanding examples of philosophers who sought to solve
the issue of free will vs. determinism by changing the definitions of "free will," "freedom," and
"liberty." Whereas the Libertarian view usually holds that an act of free will must be an

uncaused action, Hobbes and Hume found other ways to describe the idea of free will so that it is
compatible with deterministic causes.
Soft Determinism: American Pragmatist William James addressed the issue of free will in his
essay "The Dilemma of Determinism." (James, William. 1897. The Will to Believe, and Other
Essays in Popular Philosophy). In that essay he coined the terms "hard determinism" and "Soft
Determinism." James argues that, while the causally determined universe is a correct model of
reality, humans still must have ways to talk about freedom and choice. On the level of choosing
what to believe, for instance, we must have some conception of our freedom to make such
choices. In effect, James poses the intellectual choice between the theories of "determinism" and
"libertarianism" as an example of free will in action.
Semi-Compatibalism: John Martin Fischer in "The Metaphysics of Free Will" (Cambridge, MA:
Blackwell, 1994) stakes out a position that he calls "semi-compatibalism." For the most part he
accepts the main claims of determinism, especially that universal causation rules out the sorts of
free will that a libertarians claim. Fischer describes this as "the freedom to do otherwise."
Rather than try to define "freedom" and "free will" in some way that is compatible with
determinism, he accepts that the two theories are not compatible. However, he does argue that
moral responsibility is compatible with determinism. This is because, on his view, moral
responsibility does not at all require the freedom to do otherwise. We do not need Free Will in
the libertarian sense in order to maintain moral responsibility. So, Determinism and
Libertarianism are compatible in a limited way - with regard to moral responsibility - but not in
the ways that compatibalists would like to have it.
Jon's version of things: These discussion and struggles of ideas are ongoing in the 21st century
just as full as they have always been in human history. One might say; "So what is the point? If
they never solve the problem, why keep on about it?" That is an important question as is the
answer: it matters that humans continue to inquire into the nature of freedom because without
that effort, we would simply abandon the potential of freedom and abdicate our intellectual
responsibility. Certainly, we can solve the whole mess by simply giving up on it. Why would that
be a solution? Because if we do surrender to the dilemma, then we give up whatever freedom we
have. When Thomas Jefferson wrote; "The price of freedom is eternal vigilance," he certainly
had a practical issue in mind, but he also understood that our striving to be free is the essence of
our freedom. Once we become complacent, apathetic, and led - then we have assured that any
genuine freedom that exists for us (actual or potential) is simply gone. To question is to reach; to
reach is to imagine beyond the given; to imagine beyond the given is to exercise the purest form
of free will that we have.
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