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The definition of a “free action” is fickle; free actions are defined differently depending on the circumstance. For example, being held at gunpoint and forced to kill an innocent puppy will warrant a separate definition than the circumstance of me having to write this paper. Although this paper’s purpose is to come up with a concrete definition of “free action” that can apply to every situation that has happened, or ever will happen, I personally disagree; I believe there is no satisfactory way in which free actions can be defined to apply to all situations. 

According to compatibilism, the defining mark of a free action is that though it is caused by preceding events, the end result is ultimately a choice made by the individual. Compatibilism essentially combines elements of both determinism and libertarianism, and is best understood by comparing these three.

An example of a free action from different perspectives is Aaron Alexis, a naval reservist who went on a shooting rampage in Baltimore, killing 13 people; were his actions predetermined (therefore he was not responsible), completely free, or a combination of both- meaning it was caused by previous circumstances but still his choice? 

Sider’s Free Will paper elaborates on the individual views of determinism and libertarianism. Determinists present a rather jaded outlook:

“We must get used to the idea that no one is really responsible for anything. Belief in freedom and moral responsibility was a luxury of a pre-scientific age. Now that we have grown up, we must put aside childish ways and face the facts. Science has disproved the existence of freedom and morality. “

This statement is determinism’s guiding thought: scientific evidence proves that all events have causes, and if these causes are indiscernible to us, they are nonetheless existent.

Libertarianism offers a more affectionate explanation: “people are special.” Science can prove the theory of cause-and-effect, but it is “limited to the non-human realm” and “will never succeed in completely predicting human behavior.”

To resolve the conflict between two contrasting perspectives, compatibilism is essentially libertarianism and determinism’s love child. Sider explains that  compatibilism (or soft determinism) dictates that while “our actions (or at least their probabilities) are indeed caused by events before our births…they are often free despite this.”

There is no universally accepted way to define a free action.  Compatibilists, determinists and libertarianists can all be right in the classification of free actions; however, none of them will always be right. For example; I am taking the philosophy course, and therefore I must write this paper. Am I a determinist? I was given four options for the topic of the paper, and I chose the topic of the definition of free actions according to compatibilism. Am I a compatibilist? I am disagreeing with the possibility of concretely defining “free actions” out of my own personal beliefs. Am I a libertarianist? The answer is, I am all, and I am none. Respective situations appear to justify respective theories; saying all situations can define “free actions” identically is parallel to saying all situations are identical as well. “Free actions’” interpretations are fickle, and attempting to generalize the source of “free actions” is a fruitless endeavor.
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