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1. Introduction:

This paper is about Frankfurt-type examples. This is a type of thought-experiment that aim to 

show that one can be morally responsible for performing a certain action even if one could not 

have  done  or  chosen  otherwise  than  one  did,  that  is,  even  if  one  did  not  have  alternative 

possibilities.

The examples aim to provide a case where an agent is choosing between two actions, and where 

it is ensured that the agent can only choose one of the actions, but where what ensures this does 

not play any role in the agent making the choice that he does. It is argued by proponents of these 

examples that the agent would be morally responsible in such a case even though he could not 

have done otherwise.

To provide such a case the examples employ a ”counterfactual intervener”. The counterfactual 

intervener  is  a  person  or  device  that  would  intervene  and  make  the  agent  choose  as  the 

counterfactual intervener wants if  the agent is about to choose something contrary to what it 

wants,  but  that  would  not  intervene  if  the  agent  is  about  to  choose  on  his  own  as  the 

counterfactual intervener wants.

According to proponents of the examples, the agent would be morally responsible for his action if 

the  agent  chooses  on  his  own  as  the  counterfactual  intervener  wants  without  it  needing  to 

intervene,  because  in  that  case  the  counterfactual  intervener  would  not  play  any role  in  the 

decision process of the agent leading up to that choice or action. (Frankfurt 1969) But the agent 

couldn't have chosen otherwise than what the counterfactual intervener wanted, and therefore he 

did not have alternative possibilities, therefore it seems this example shows one can be morally 

responsible for what one does even if one did not have alternative possibilities. (Frankfurt 1969)

It has been contested, however, that Frankfurt has provided a genuine counterexample to moral 

responsibility requiring the ability to do otherwise. The argument is that the examples beg the 

question of determinism, because the counterfactual intervener would have to know which action 

the agent would have chosen on his own to ensure that the agent couldn't have done otherwise, 
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and that this  would mean that  that  the agent's  choice was determined.  (Ekstrom 2005) Then 

according  to  those  believing  that  moral  responsibility  is  incompatible  with  determinism,  the 

examples  would  not  provide  a  case  where  the  agent  is  morally  responsible  for  his  action. 

(Ekstrom 2005)

To meet this argument proponents of the examples have attempted to construct examples that 

explicitly assume that determinism is false, while for instance Fischer argues that the examples 

would still  provide a counterexample to moral responsibility requiring alternative possibilities 

even if the examples assume determinism. (Fischer 2005)

In this paper it will be argued that while one can construct Frankfurt-type examples that assume 

that determinism is false and where it is ensured the agent couldn't have done otherwise, such 

examples  would  not  provide  a  clear  case  of  an  agent  being  morally  responsible  if  the 

compatibility  of determinism and moral responsibility  is in question,  because these examples 

would still rely on a conception of moral responsibility which is not threatened by determinism in 

order for the agent to be morally responsible in such an example.

It has been argued that the examples prevents the agent from having an ability to do otherwise in 

the sense that he couldn't have done otherwise in the particular circumstances he was in. (Fischer 

2005) In this paper it will be argued that the agent did not have an ability to do otherwise in the 

sense that it actually could have happened that he did otherwise, but that he could have done 

otherwise in in the particular circumstances he was in in a conditional sense. That is, that the 

agent could have done otherwise if he had wanted to.

It will also be argued that a reflection on the examples do not show that the conditional ability to 

do otherwise is not required for moral responsibility, and it is proposed that when proponents of 

the examples  think that  the agent  in  a  Frankfurt-type example  is  morally  responsible  for his 

action,  they  are  thinking  of  the  agent  being  morally  responsible  in  a  sense  that  requires  a 

conditional ability to do otherwise. It is therefore argued that the examples fail to show that moral 

responsibility does not require a particularized ability to do otherwise.
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This paper will proceed as follows. In the second section I will present a Frankfurt-type example 

and take a cursory look at how philosophers have thought about the examples. In the third section 

I give an account of the connection between free will and moral responsibility, and I give an 

explanation  of  the  theories  determinism  and  indeterminism.  In  the  fourth  section  I  give  an 

account  of  why  determinism  might  be  a  threat  to  the  existence  of  free  will  and  moral 

responsibility, and I give an account of two theories of free will. In the fifth section I give an 

account of how the Frankfurt-type examples are relevant to the debate about free will and moral 

responsibility,  as  well  as  an  account  of  some  contemporary  developments  concerning  the 

examples.

In the sixth section I give an account of moral responsibility in relation to ethics in general. In the 

seventh  section  I  argue  that  Frankfurt-type  examples  beg the  question  of  determinism being 

compatible with moral responsibility. In the eight section I argue that the agent in the examples 

are not prevented from having a conditional ability to do otherwise, and in the ninth section  I 

argue that when proponents of the examples reflect on the examples and feel that the agent is 

morally  responsible  for  his  action,  they  are  thinking  of  moral  responsibility  in  a  sense  that 

requires a conditional ability to do otherwise. It is thus concluded that the examples, deterministic 

or indeterministic, do not show that moral responsibility does not require a particularized ability 

to do otherwise.

2. A Cursory Look at the Examples:

Frankfurt points out that in general we think that if a person is unable to do otherwise this would 

exempt him from moral responsibility for his action, but that this is because most such cases 

involves  circumstances  where  a  person  is  being  coerced  or  impelled  to  do  something, 

circumstances which would absolve moral responsibility for one's action. (Frankfurt 1969) But he 

holds that there are cases when the circumstances that prevents an agent from doing otherwise 

would have no role in bringing that action about, and which therefore would not absolve moral 

responsibility for one's action, and that therefore one can be morally responsible for one's choices 

or  actions  even  though  one  couldn't  have  done  otherwise.  (Frankfurt  1969)  Frankfurt  then 

distinguishes between two types of cases:
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1)  there  are  circumstances  that  ensure  that  the  agent  cannot  do  otherwise  and  these  

circumstances force, influence or bring about that action in a way that is sufficient to produce  

that action.

2)  there  are  circumstances  that  ensure  that  the  agent  cannot  do  otherwise,  but  these  

circumstances  do not influence, force or bring about that action in a way that is sufficient to  

produce that action. (Frankfurt 1969)

One  would  reasonable  concede  that  there  are  circumstances  as  in  1),  but  that  there  can  be 

circumstances as in 2) might seem less obvious. To provide grounds for the possibility of cases as 

in 2), he developed a type of example which aims to provide such circumstances. Let us look at a 

rough Frankfurt-type example:

Consider  an  agent  who  is  contemplating  between  choosing  between  two  actions,  A  and  B.  

Unbeknownst to the agent however there is a device implanted in the agent's brain which, if he is  

soon about to choose A, it would trigger before he was about to choose A, and it would make him  

choose B instead. However, the fact of the matter is that the agent is not about to choose A, and  

therefore the device does not intervene, and the agent goes on to choose B freely, or of his own  

volition.

In the example above, the counterfactual intervener (the device in the agent's brain), ensures that 

the agent is only able to choose B, because if the agent was going to choose A the device would 

have intervened before he was about to choose A, and it would have made him choose B instead.  

In the example it would seem that the device ensures that the agent can only choose B and that 

therefore the agent cannot do otherwise. But it seems to do so without forcing, influencing or 

bringing that  action  or  choice  about,  since  the  device  did  not  do  anything  that  affected  the 

decision process of the agent, since in the example the agent chooses B of his own volition. Since 

this seems to constitute a case of 2) and it seems intuitive that the device does not prevent the 

agent from being morally responsible for his action, we then seem to have a counterexample to 

moral responsibility for an action requiring the ability to do otherwise.
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But a common objection to the Frankfurt-type examples is that they fail to provide an example of  

2), because the examples assume that the device can successfully predict what the agent is going 

to do in the future, and that this would assume that determinism is true. But if determinism is 

true, this objection goes, then every event that happens is brought about by things outside of our 

control  so  that  the  circumstances  would  be  such  as  those  in  1),  and  it  would  be  these 

circumstances that ensures that the agent cannot do otherwise and not the device itself. (Ekstrom 

2005) Thus this objection contends that Frankfurt is successful in providing an example of 2).

But this argument  rests both on that the examples assume determinism, and that the truth of 

determinism would entail that the action is brought about in a sense that is incompatible with 2). 

Proponents of the examples have argued against this objection on both these accounts. About the 

assumption  of  determinism  they  have,  first,  attempted  to  construct  examples  that  explicitly 

assume that determinism is false but where the counterfactual intervener still  ensures that the 

agent could not have done otherwise. (Fischer 2005)

Second, they have argued that even if the examples would have to assume determinism in order 

to ensure that the agent did not have any alternative possibilities, one could construct Frankfurt-

type  examples  where  determinism is  false  and  where  the  counterfactual  intervener  does  not 

completely ensure that the agent does not have alternative possibilities, but where what the agent 

could have done instead would be insufficiently robust to be relevant to ascriptions of moral 

responsibility.  (Fischer  2005)  The  proponents  of  the  examples  then  argue  that  this  type  of 

examples would do just as well as a counterexample to moral responsibility requiring the ability 

to do otherwise. (Fischer 2005)

An argument that seems more difficult to asses is an argument presented by Fischer. According 

to this argument, even if determinism is true, the examples still provides a counterexample to 

alternative  possibilities  being  a  requirement  for  moral  responsibility.  Fischer  argues  that 

determinism is only a threat to moral responsibility if a lack of alternative possibilities in itself is 

a threat to moral responsibility, but that the examples show that a lack of alternative possibilities 

in itself is not a threat to moral responsibility. (Fischer 2005) How does the examples show that 
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alternative possibilities is not relevant to whether or not an agent has moral responsibility for his 

action? Fischer says:

”One is supposed to see the irrelevance of alternative possibilities simply by reflecting on the  

examples. I do not know how to  prove the irrelevance thesis, but I find it extremely plausible  

intuitively.” (Fischer 2005, P. 292)

However, an opponent of the examples, Ekstrom, states, when discussing Fischer's argument:

”But it is evident that the examples do not demonstrate the moral responsibility of the agent; they  

only assume it...” (Ekstrom 2005, P. 312)

Here we seem dangerously close to an impasse, because what is extremely intutive to one is 

evidently  false  to  the  other.  We  then  have  two  conflicts  concerning  the  examples  between 

proponents and opponents, do the examples assume determinism, and can the examples provide a 

case against alternative possibilities being required for moral responsibility even if determinism 

is true. Before we examine these questions however, it would be prudent if we had a grasp of the 

concepts involved in answering these questions.

3. Free Will and Moral Responsibility:

The main interest in free will has generally been that it has been seen as a requirement for moral 

responsibility.  (Ekstrom 2005)  Traditionally  philosophers  have  held  that  moral  responsibility 

requires free will, that is, for an agent to be morally responsible for performing a certain action  

that action must be a free action. Maybe one might even go further and say that free will is the  

most central requirement for moral responsibility. For instance, if an agent freely and consciously 

chooses to do something he knows to be morally wrong, maybe this would entail that the agent is  

morally  responsible  for  what  he  has  done.  In  any  case,  whether  or  not  free  will  exist  has 

traditionally been seen as relevant to whether or not moral responsibility exist, because there have 

been a perceived concordance with what the two concepts requires.
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Robert Kane identifies two features of the traditional concept of free will: 

”...(a) it is 'up to us' what we choose from an array of alternative possibilities and (b) the origin  

or source of our choices and actions is in us and not in anyone or anything else over which we  

have no control.”. (Kane 2005a, P. 5)

Let us call (a) the Alternative Possibilities requirement (or the AP requirement for short) and (b) 

the Control requirement (or the C requirement for short). ”Alternative possibilities” in the AP 

requirement refers to a choice being between mutiple alternatives.  Precisely what it means is 

open to interpretation, but it comes from an intuition that has to do with for someone to have a 

choice about something, that someone must have been able to choose something else instead. 

That when we make choices, we see ourselves as choosing between various alternatives we have 

in front us, alternatives which are open for our selection, that only then can it be that a choice is 

”up to us”. According to this requirement for our choices to be free, we must have been able to  

have chosen something other than what we did end up choosing.

The exact meaning of the C requirement is also open for intepretation. It states that for us to make 

free choices, we must not only have alternatives which are open to us to choose from, the source 

for why we made the choice we did must be in us: intuitively it would seem that if something  

external  to  us makes  us do what  we do, for instance through manipulation,  then our actions 

wouldn't be free.

The  C  requirement  would  not  seem  to  be  implicit  in  the  AP  requirement.  Even  if  I  have 

alternative possibilities, and the choice is ”up to me”, it might be that I'm making a choice that 

does not meet the control requirement. For instance, if, at an earlier time, I were brainwashed by 

my captors which changed my preferences from not wanting to give up any state secrets to a 

foreign state, to wanting to give up state secrets to a foreign state, then the origin or source for 

why I gave up state secrets would not be in me, it would be in something external, even if it could 

be said I made a choice between these two alternatives in the sense of the AP requirement.
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Perhaps the C requirement would require that we have alternative possibilities, a view that is 

advocated for instance by Robert Kane. (Kane 2005b) That in order for us to have this control 

over our choices and actions, it is necessary that we could have done otherwise, that we must 

have alternatives to choose from to exercise control over our choices. This, however, is perhaps 

not obvious.

There are some intuitive grounds for believing the same requirements for free will given above 

would, in some sense, also be requirements for moral responsibility. It need not be in the same 

sense as  free will,  but  generally  when someone has done something we think he is  morally 

responsible for, we have something in mind he ought to have done instead, which speaks for the 

AP requirement, in some sense, being a requirement for moral responsibility. (Widerker 2005) 

And in the same sense as a choice does not seem free if one was not the source of the action in 

some sense of the C requirement, it would not seem as something one can be morally responsible 

for. It seems intuitive that if I were to choose to betray my country because of my captors having 

brainwashed me to do do so, then I wouldn't be morally responsible for making that choice.

Taking their cue from these two requirements, philosophers have sought to prove, or disprove, 

the existence of free will by reflecting on if these requirements would be met by agents in our 

world,  and  in  so  far  as  they  have  believed  in  a  connection  between  free  will  and  moral 

responsibility, thereby also sought to prove or disprove the existence of moral responsibility. Let 

us then look at in what way questions about the existence of free will and moral responsibility  

have been seen to arise.

When we reflect on our lives from a more personal standpoint, it seems obvious that we choose 

all the time between various alternatives, like going to the movies or staying at home, and that 

these choices are up to us. However, when we try to see ourselves from an outside perspective, a 

metaphysical perspective where we try to see where we fit into the world of nature, and we see  

how we are affected by our circumstances and surroundings to a large degree, this picture comes 

into  question.  (Kane,2005a)  Do  we  really  have  alternatives  when  we  act  or  are  our  paths 
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necessitated by nature so that our choices are not really up to us? Or even if our choices are not 

necessitated by nature, perhaps what we do is ultimately just a matter of chance?

These rather troublesome questions when viewed in an impersonal or objective perspective, we 

can  call  the  metaphysical  problem of  free  will,  and when we reflect  on the  same questions 

concerning moral responsibility, we can call it the metaphysical problem of moral responsibility. 

We will in this essay not concern ourselves with the implications of the personal aspect of free 

will and moral responsibility, and instead focus on the metaphysical aspect of these questions 

(although there is a possibility they are connected, I will assume one can separate them). That 

being said, the personal aspect of the problem is a significant one. Noam Chomsky has even 

suggested that thinking that we have free will is something that is biologically hardwired into our 

brains. (van Inwagen 1998).  Having limited ourselves to the objective problem of free will the 

question then becomes; when we look at ourselves from an metaphysical perspective,  why is 

there a threat to the existence of free will?

Perhaps the most serious threat to free will comes from if our choices are necessitated by things  

outside  of  our  control.  One  such  threat  is  from  the  theory  of  fatalism,  that  all  events  are 

predetermined,  for  instance  by  Gods  infallible  beliefs,  or  by  the  timeless  truth  values  of 

propositions.  Fatalism is  somewhat  outside  the  scope of  this  paper,  although  it  is  discussed 

shortly in the fifth section, but it serves a purpose to have some grasp of the theory to contrast it 

to determinism.

The threat of determinism to free will has usually been seen as threatening to arise from the 

conjunction of the laws of nature and the past, that given the past state of the world and the laws  

of  physics  our  choices  would be deterministically  necessitated  (we might  call  this  theory  of 

determinism  causal determinism, and when I speak of determinism henceforth it  will be this 

narrower concept  I  will  refer  to).  That  determinism might  be  a  threat  to  free  will  is  that  it  

threatens to be incompatible with the AP requirement and the C requirement. It threatens to be 

incompatible with the AP requirement because if our choices are necessary given the laws and 

the past, maybe this is in a sense that means we couldn't have done otherwise as is required by 
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free will, and it threatens to be incompatible with the C requirement because if determinism is 

true maybe we wouldn't have alternatives to choose from to exercise our control, and that the 

source of our actions  would then be outside ourselves,  in  the external  world.  But before we 

explore these questions, let us consider the theory of determinism in more detail, by contrasting it 

to fatalism and indeterminism.

According to determinism, at any given state of the world t2, it is true that that state, given the 

laws of physics and the past state of the world t1, could not fail to occur, and that the state of the 

world after t2, t3, cannot fail to occur given the state of the world at t2 and the laws and so forth, 

and that all events would be necessitated in this manner.1 However, contrary to fatalism, that t2 

cannot fail to occur is only a contingent truth according to determinism, according to fatalism it 

would be a necessary truth. If we say that there was a different state of the world at t1, or that the  

laws  of  physics  was  different,  something  else  could  have  happened  at  t2  according  to 

determinism.

It might be that, if determinism is true, at t1, I accidently bump into a table and knocks down a 

vase, so that at t2 it falls to the floor and breaks. The state of the world at t1, me bumping into the  

table, together with all other relevant facts about the state of the world and the laws of physics 

would make it necessary that at t2 the vase falls to the floor and breaks. This would be a relation 

of cause and effect, the bumping of the table being the cause, and the vase falling to the floor and 

breaking being the effect. It would be easy to imagine that if the state of the world at t1 was 

different, for instance if I hadn't been as clumsy and managed not to bump into the table, then the 

vase wouldn't fall to the floor and break, or perhaps the laws of physics would work differently,  

which is also conceivable albeit  abit  more fanciful,  maybe me bumping into the table would 

instead make the vase levitate into the air. This means that determinism is a conditional type of 

necessity, the conditions, the laws and the past, necessitates the future states.

1It is conceivable that there are beings that can act contrary to the laws of nature and the past. I will however assume 

that human beings do not possess that power and therefore restrict myself to discussing agents that do not possess  

this power. There is also a possibility that the laws of nature and the past are not fixed, that at a given time t1, it is  

possible that at least two different sets of laws of physics or at least two different states of the world could be true. I  

will, however, for the rest of this paper assume that the laws and the past are fixed.
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However if fatalism is true, and it is true that I break the vase at t2, then it would not merely be a 

contingent truth that I will break the vase at t2, it would be a necessary truth. This does not entail 

that if I didn't bump into the table the vase would still break, it would mean that I couldn't avoid 

bumping into the table at t1, that it wouldn't be logically possible that I didn't bump into the table  

and  break  the  vase,  that  me  not  bumping  into  the  table  at  t1  would  in  some  sense  be  a 

contradiction, and that the same would be true about the vase breaking at t2.

Having made some sense of what type of necessity determinism implies, we still need to make 

sense of what it means for an event to be undetermined, that is, we need to make sense of the 

theory of indeterminism, which is a theory that simply states that determinism is false.2 It might 

be that some events are determined if indeterminism is true, for instance one might hold that only 

human choices are undetermined. That the vase breaks given that I bump into the table would 

then be determined, but maybe the choice that led me to bump into the table (for instance me 

deciding  to  stand  on  one  leg  near  the  table  while  intoxicated)  might  be  a  choice  that  was 

undetermined, that given the past state of the world and the laws of physics at the instant just  

before I was going to decide to stand on one leg or not, it would be contingently true that I could  

have done either.

One way to illustrate the difference between determinism and indeterminism is provided by van 

Inwagen. (van Inwagen 2005) Let us assume that we can position ourselves in some metaphysical 

way so that we can watch an agent when he is making a particular choice, say between lying and 

telling the truth, and then after some time has passed and the agent has made his choice, God 

rewinds time back to just before the agent is about to make his choice, and we can watch the 

agent make his choice again and so forth (it is assumed that we can observe this sequence with 

full recollection of God having rewinded time back, the choices that have been made, and so 

forth).

2It is possible that indeterminism and fatalism is true, indeterminism will here assume that fatalism is false. It is also  

possible that causal determinism is false but that all events are determined by something other than the past and the 

laws of physics, I will by indeterminism mean that any form of determinism is false.
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Let us call the instant to which God rewinds back time, say a minute before the agent is about the 

make his choice, t1, the instant when the agent is going to make his choice t2, and the instant  

when God rewinds back time, say a minute after the choice has been made, t3. Then we watch as 

the agent makes a choice, as God rewinds time back to before the agent is about to make a choice 

and we watch it all happening again and so on.

If determinism is true, each time God rewinds back time, the agent would make the same choice 

that he made before at t2, no matter how many times God rewinds time back to t1. It could not  

happen that if he first chooses to lie, that when we rewind time back to exactly as it was a minute 

before he is about to make his choice, that as time passes forward the second time he will choose 

something else, and this is true for any other time that we repeat this process. It could of course 

happen otherwise if God decided to change the state of the world at t1, or change the laws of 

physics, but then it wouldn't be the world exactly as it was, it would in a sense be a different 

world.

If the world was indeterministic on the other hand, it might be that the agent would have chosen 

otherwise at t2 the second time after God rewinded time back to t1. In fact, if we assume that the 

choice was indeterministic, it would be false that it couldn't happen. Of course, the agent's choice 

being undetermined, we could rewind time back any number of finite times and it could be that  

each time the agent makes the same choice. Even if we did it, say, a thousand times and each  

time the agent decided to tell the truth, we could not be perfectly certain that determinism is true 

(although it would make it highly improbable that the agent would have chosen otherwise this 

does not mean the choice was determined). To confirm that determinism is true with this thought-

experiment, we would have to complete a sequence of an infinite number of rewinds. But I think 

it suffices to say that if indeterminism is true, given the state of the world and the laws of physics 

that are contingently true, that it was possible both that the agent might choose to lie at t2 and that 

he might choose to tell the truth at t2.

We outlined two aspects of the problem of free will and moral responsibility earlier. The first was 

the  threat  arising  from  determinism  and  fatalism,  that  our  choices  and  actions  would  be 
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necessitated in some sense that is incompatible with the requirements for free will. The second 

threat comes from indeterminism, that even though we would meet the AP requirement when we 

make choices, that we could have done otherwise, it might be that ultimately what we choose is  

determined by chance, and that therefore the C requirement would not be met, because the source 

of our actions would not be in us, that the source would instead be in chance. (van Inwagen 2005)

That given the case above where God rewinds back time, we watch the agent sometimes decide 

to tell the truth, and sometimes decide to lie, and that it would seem that it is ultimately only a 

matter  of chance that  he chooses as he does on a  particular  replay.  He might  have different 

reasons and so forth, but what makes these reasons occur instead of the others on a particular 

replay would seem to be a matter of chance. (van Inwagen 2005) This second problem of free 

will is outside of the scope of this paper, but it should be noted that even if we prove or disprove 

the existence of free will and moral responsibility if determinism is true, there still is a  prima 

facie case that  if indeterminism is  true we do not have free will,  and if  moral  responsibility 

requires free will, we would the not have that either. (van Inwagen 2005)

When we started to look at the world as working in a mechanical way, rather than a teleological 

one,  that the world is  deterministic  became the dominant  scientific  view on the workings of 

nature. According to this view change in the world occurs through cause and effect, rather than 

by things striving for a particular purpose. This threatens free will if we accept that we are not 

exempt from the laws of nature, that our choices and actions, in the same way as normal events in 

nature are caused by things in the past, our choices and actions too would ultimately have been 

caused by events in the distant past which we do not have control over.

That the world is deterministic has been questioned by the rise of quantum mechanics, some have 

argued that quantum mechanics entails that indeterminism is true, although there are some that 

contest this. (Kane 2005a) There is also the possibility that although elementary particles would 

behave in a manner that is indeterministic according to quantum mechanics, this indeterminacy 

would be negligible when it comes to human choices and actions (given the argument above the 

events  would  not  seem  to  be  strictly  determined  though).  (Kane  2005a)  Also,  in  light  of 
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developments  in  the  sciences  concerning  human  behaviour,  for  instance  in  psychology  and 

neuroscience, there is a case to be made that human behaviour is determined by things outside of 

our control,  for instance by subconscious  processes in  the brain.  (Kane 2005a) So there still 

seems to be reasons to regard determinism as a possibility.

4. The Threat of Determinism:

But in what way, then, is determinism a threat to free will? One way to show this is through an 

influential  argument  called  the  consequence  argument  for  incompatibilism  (incompatibilism 

being  that  free  will  is  incompatible  with  determinism,  and  incompatibilists  being  those  that 

believe that incompatibilism is true), I will try to give an informal formulation of the argument.3 

It seems obvious that we do not have a choice about what the laws of physics are, nor the things 

that happened before we were born, things that happened in the distant past, say, a second after  

the big bang. Let us call the time at a second after the big bang t1. Now if determinism is true, it  

is true that the state of the world at t1 and the laws of physics is a sufficent cause for anything 

that happens afterwards, say me choosing to go to the movies at t3 instead of staying at home at 

t3, then the state of the world at t1 together with the laws of physics would necessitate that I go to 

the movies at t3. Then since what happens at t3 is a consequence of something I don't have a  

choice about, it would seem to follow that I don't have a choice about what happens at t3, and 

since  all  actions  would  be  a  consequence  of  things  one  does  not  have  a  choice  about  if 

determinism is  true,  it  follows that  no one would really  have  a  choice  about  anything.  (van 

Inwagen 2005)

This argument would then seem to undermine the compatibility of determinism and free will, and 

it seems to do so by denying that we could meet the AP requirement,  because the argument 

implies that the choice was necessary, that one couldn't have done otherwise,  but also the C 

requirement, because it would seem that the source of our action would be in the distant past and 

the  laws  of  physics,  and  not  in  us.  I  think  however  that  the  consequence  argument  for 

incompatibilism first  and foremost  rests  on an incompatibility  with the  AP requirement.  For 

3A formal formulation of the consequence argument can be found in for instance: (van Inwagen 2005).
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instance if  I  did meet  the AP requirement  when I  choose to go to  the movies  at  t3,  then it  

wouldn't seem to be the case that the distant past was the source of my action, and the source of 

my action could still be in me. In that sense, perhaps the way in which the C requirement would 

be denied by the consequence argument is through it being denied by the AP requirement.

But going back to the argument above, the crucial  move in the consequence argument would 

seem to  be  that  not  having  a  choice  about  the  sufficient  condition  would  ”transfer”  to  the 

necessary condition, and the compatibilists (those believing that determinism is compatible with 

free will) that deny the consequence argument has usually focused on questioning the validity of 

this rule. (Kapitan 2005) One way to deny that not having a choice about the sufficient condition 

transfering to the necessary condition (let us call this the transferability rule) is to call upon the 

discussion we had earlier about the truth of determinism being a contingent and conditional type 

of necessity.

It is true, given how the world actually is, that it couldn't have happened that one did otherwise if  

determinism is true, but there is in one sense a possibility of me doing otherwise than going to the 

movies at t3, maybe if the world was different and I had wanted to go to the movies I would  

have. In that sense I could have done otherwise. If this type of conditional ability to do otherwise 

was sufficient for free will, then the choice of me going to the movies or not at t3 would meet the 

AP requirement. That I don't have a choice about the distant past at t1 would in that case not 

transfer to the choice I make at t3, because while the events of the distant past is one where I 

don't have any sort of ability to do otherwise, I have a type of ability to do otherwise at t3 that I 

don't have about what happened at t1. Then we could deny the validity of the transferability rule.

This type of response against the incompatibilist,  that  one could have done otherwise if  one 

wanted to, can be traced back to Hobbes. (Kane 2005a) Hume has even argued that free will and 

moral responsibility would require a degree of determinacy, because they would require that our 

choices to a large degree are determined by our character and motives. (Kane 2005a)
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There is a myriad of different formulations of the conditional ability to do otherwise, but roughly 

the idea is to point out that although determinism makes our choices necessary in the sense that 

they have a sufficient cause, this does not put us under any constraint. (van Inwagen 1998) Here 

the compatibilist makes a distinction between conditions that prevents one from exercising one's 

will, say, someone being tied to a chair and is unable to exercise his will not to leave the room, or 

someone who cannot stick his hand down into a box and pick up a spider because of a paralyzing 

fear of such things, and the conditions which determinism puts us under, say me not being able to 

not want to go to the movies because of the laws and the past  necessitating that I will want to go 

to the movies.

According to this theory, that free will is freedom from constraint (we can call this theory free 

will as a negative concept), that I was not under any impedement not to go to the movies, that 

there wasn't any obstacle that prevented me from not going to the movies, would mean that I 

could have done otherwise. If this theory is true, it would seem to show that the consequence 

argument is false, but there seem to be some problems with it.

One is that it seems problematic to analyze the word ”can” as a conditional of the type ”he could 

have done otherwise if he wanted to”. For instance, if it is true that Jones does X, then this entails  

that Jones can do X, but it does not seem to entail any sentence of the form: ”if Jones wanted to 

do X he could have”, which seems to be an argument against that ”can” can be analyzed as a 

conditional, and if the conditional analysis of ability could not hold up to scrutiny as an analysis 

of ”can”, then it could not hold up to an analysis of ”can do otherwise” either, and in that case the 

conditional type of ability would fail to give us an argument that an agent can do otherwise if  

determinism is true. (Berofsky 2005)

Another objection comes from ”manipulation cases”.  For example Jim was hypnotized a day 

earlier by Bill, and Bill hypnotized him to want to be mean to everyone he meets the next day, 

and the next day Jim goes on to be mean to everyone he meets that day. This manipulation does 

not put Jim under any constraint, it simply makes him want to behave in a manner in which he 

normally wouldn't have wanted to behave, so that according to the conditional analysis above, he 
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would act freely when he is mean even though the source of him wanting to behave in that way is 

not  in him,  it  would rather  be in  Bill.  To solve this  problem it  has been suggested that  the 

conditional analysis would have to require that choices are free only if they are based on the 

agent's earlier free choices, but this would lead to a regression. (Berofsky 2005)

Perhaps these problems can be solved, anyway we will not assume that this is not the case. There  

is however other reasons to believe that free will is not merely a negative concept, and this is  

because there are some intuitions about what free will is which cannot be understood as freedom 

from an impedement on one's will. Take for instance these words by Holbach:

”Man's life is a line that nature commands him to describe upon the surface of the earth, without  

his  ever being able to  swerve from it,  even for an instant.  .  .  .  Nevertheless,  in  spite  of  the  

shackles by which he is bound, it is pretended that he is a free agent. . . .” (van Inwagen 1998, P 

366)

Here the way in which it is suggested that we do not have free will would seem to be that nature 

determines our choices, that we cannot ”swerve” from this line that are described for us and that 

we therefore do not have a choice about it. That our choices being a consequence of things we do 

not have control over would mean that we do not have a choice about them.  Here ”being able to 

swerve from” could not be analysed as a negative concept, ”the shackles by which he is bound” 

does not refer to a impedement one's will, it would seem that no matter if our choices do not face 

any obstacles we could not overcome, our choices would not be up to us.

Perhaps  the  above  quote  by  Holbach  isn't  merely  about  alternative  possibilities,  that  nature 

commands which route a man's life will take could be seen as one not being the source or origin 

of one's action as in the C requirement. Kane has argued that the deeper disagreement about the 

compatibility of determinism and free will is about what he calls ultimate responsibility,  that 

incompatibilists insist that we have to be the source or origin of our actions in an ultimate sense. 

(Kane  2005b)  This  deeper  disagreement  would  then  seem  to  be  foremost  about  the  C 
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requirement.  The reason why some want a free will that requires ultimate responsibility is in 

Berofsky's words:

”...the yearning to be original sources of value and creators in part of our own nature. We want  

to be responsible, not just for our actions, but also for our wills, that is, for the very reasons that  

motivate our decisions. We can have this Ultimate Responsibility (UR) only if we are responsible  

for any sufficient reason for our wills.” (Berofsky 2005, P. 190)

It seems that the view the above quote by Berofsky suggest is not one that can be captured by the 

negative concept of free will, let us call this concept that insist on ultimate responsibility the 

metaphysical concept of free will.

Earlier we saw that the attempt to analyze 'can' as a conditional was problematic. According to 

the metaphysical concept, that Jones can do X is analyzed as it can happen that Jones chooses X 

in the situation exactly as it was (let us call this analysis of ability token ability). That, taking the 

example earlier where an agent is choosing between lying and telling the truth, as God rewinds 

time it was possible that the agent could have done otherwise in the situation as it exactly was 

just before the agent was going to make his choice. This is a straightforward definition of 'can', 

”can  do  X”  would  roughly  mean  that  one  actually can  do  X.  (van  Inwagen  1998)  But  if 

determinism is true, then one cannot actually do otherwise than what one decides to do, and then 

we wouldn't have alternative possibilities. Then according to the metaphysical concept of free 

will, if determinism is true, it would seem that we do not have free will.

In light of this argument, that something we do not have control over is a sufficient cause for our  

choices and actions, it would seem that we would not have free will if determinism is true, and 

given the traditional analysis that moral responsibility requires free will, then we wouldn't have 

moral  responsibility  for  our  actions  either.  That  being  said,  only  if  we  accept  that  the 

metaphysical concept is the correct analysis of free will does this follow, so ultimately it should 

be  said  the  disagreement  is  about  if  free  will  and  moral  responsibility  requires  ultimate 

responsibility, and if ultimate responsibility requires a token ability to do otherwise.
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5. The Examples in the Context of Moral Responsibility and Free Will:

It  is  worth  noting  that  the  consequence  argument  and  the  argument  given  above  for  the 

metaphysical concept of free will rests heavily on that the agent being unable to do otherwise 

would entail that the agent does not have free will, that one must have alternative possibilities for 

ultimate responsibility. Frankfurt can be seen to enter the debate at this point, he questioned what 

he calls the principle of alternate possibilities, or PAP for short:4

PAP: A person is morally responsible for what he has done only if he could have done otherwise.  

(Frankfurt 1969, P. 829)

To show that PAP is false, he invented an ingenious thought experiment, which has been highly 

influential in the debate about free will and moral responsibility. An example of this kind has 

become  known  as  a  Frankfurt-type  example,  or  a  Frankfurt-style  case,  and  many  different 

versions  of  Frankfurt's  original  example  have  been  developed  in  order  to  make  various 

improvements.

Before his presentation of them it was widely regarded that free will and moral responsibility 

required alternative possibilities, and the difference was usually about intepretation, as suggested 

by the discussion above about the conditional and the token ability to do otherwise. (Kane 2005a) 

But influenced by this type of example many came to deny PAP, and those that also held PAP 

and the AP requirement for free will as equivalent came to deny the AP requirement for free will 

as well,  in this way the Frankfurt-type examples can also be an argument for free will being 

compatible with determinism. (Kane 2005a)

Many took this to show that moral responsibility and free will is compatible with determinism, 

the major point of discussion about the compatibility of determinism with free will and moral 

responsibility was traditionally about if the agent had alternative possibilities. If then alternative 

possibilities is not a requirement for moral responsibility or free will after all, it then seems that 

4I  will  discuss  'alternative  possibilities'  instead  of  'alternate  possibilities',  because  'alternate'  seems too  narrow.  

(Widerker 2005)
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one would lose perhaps the most powerful reason to believe in these concepts incompatibility 

with determinism.

Upon  reflection  on  the  examples,  many  felt  that  the  choice  was  up  to  the  agent,  that  the 

counterfactual intervener did not prevent the agent from deciding on his own. I therefore think we 

could  analyze  it  as  if  the  proponents  of  the  examples  retains  the  C  requirement  for  moral 

responsibility, that the source of the action in the examples would be in the agent and that this 

makes the choice something the agent can be morally responsible for, while abandoning PAP for 

a revised requirement that states that moral responsibility requires that the action was not forced, 

coerced, impelled and so forth. (Frankfurt 1969)

Fischer notes that the first Frankfurt-type example was developed by Locke, a case in which:

”a man be carried whilst fast asleep in to a room where is a person he longs to see and speak  

with, and be there locked fast in, beyond his power to get out; he awakes and is glad to find  

himself in so desirable company, which he stays willingly in . . .” (Fischer 2005, p. 282)

The man in this example seems to have some alternatives, for instance he could attempt to try to 

leave the room, and the aim of the Frankfurt-type examples is to provide circumstances where 

even these sort of alternatives are not open to the agent. (Fischer 2005) 

Another type of examples that aim to show that PAP is false is called character examples, for 

instance one by Dennett, who cites Luther when he broke with Rome: ”Here I stand. I can do no 

other,”. (Kane 2005a, p. 15) It is Dennett's point about Luther that: ”...his  conscience made it 

impossible  for  him  to  recant”,  and  that  if  we  suppose  that  he  actually  couldn't  have  done 

otherwise, he could still be morally responsible for the choice he made because it was determined 

by his character. (Kane 2005a, p. 15)

However a difference between the character examples and the Frankfurt-type examples is that 

while  the character  examples  may give grounds for  believing that  a  particular  choice that  is 
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determined by one's character  is something one can be morally responsible for, the character 

examples would seem to assume that one acquired this character through earlier choices where 

one could have done otherwise. (Kane 2005a) Therefore it wouldn't seem to give an argument for 

moral responsibility being compatible with determinism, because the character examples would 

not give grounds for these earlier choices not requiring an ability to do otherwise.5

One  could  construct  ”global”  Frankfurt-type  examples  however,  where  the  counterfactual 

intervener would follow an agent through his entire life and ensure that he couldn't have done 

otherwise,  and it  therefore seems to offer an argument  for moral  responsibility  not requiring 

alternative possibilities which the character examples cannot. (Kane 2005a)

But  it  has  been  suggested  that  the  Frankfurt-type  examples  face  a  similiar  problem  to  the 

character examples, that the examples assume that the agent is morally responsible and that they 

invite:  ”...the  reader  to  play  along  with  a  natural  tendency  to  project  available  alternative  

possibilities onto others' situations.” (Ekstrom 2005, P. 312)

According to Ekstrom, it is not that it is assumed in the examples that the agent had alternative 

possibilities  when making prior  choices,  it  is  that  in the examples,  we think of the agent  as 

choosing between alternatives, say choosing between A and B, and that we think of the agent as 

choosing between these alternatives in a sense that he can choose either.

Here the answer on behalf of the proponent of the Frankfurt-type examples would seem to be that 

the agent is in a sense making a choice on his own, but that this isn't a choice with alternative 

possibilities.  That  the  agent  is  deliberating  about  choosing  either,  but  that  he  can't  choose 

otherwise than what he does end up choosing because of the counterfactual intervener.

5It is worth noting that there is a disagreement about if one could be morally responsible for an action, or if one could 

make a free choice,  if that choice was determined by prior choices or events (for instance the forming of one's  

preferences) which had alternative possibilities. It has also been argued that the indeterminacy at the forming of one's 

preferences would only be a matter of chance and therefore not something that can be free or something one can be 

morally responsible for. This is discussed in for instance: (Clarke 2005).
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But  can  one  make  sense  of  a  choice  that  one  makes  where  one  doesn't  have  alternative 

possibilities? One response is that in the examples, the agent does have an ability to do otherwise, 

a general ability to do otherwise, that since the counterfactual intervener does not play any role in 

the agent's deliberations, it should be subtracted when one determines if the agent could have 

done otherwise. (Fischer 2005) Fischer's analysis of this ability is that it is an ability that has got 

to do with general circumstances, but that the agent doesn't have the ability to do otherwise in 

that particular circumstance. (Fischer 2005) Fischer accepts that the agent in the examples have a 

general ability to do otherwise, but argues that it is not an ability of the relevant kind for moral  

responsibility. (Fischer 2005) The agent seems to have alternative possibilities in the examples, 

then, it's just that it isn't the kind that:  ”...is typically associated with moral responsibility....” 

(Fischer 2005, P. 304)

Another strategy is presented by van Inwagen, who argues that the agent had an alternative of 

some sort, in the alternative scenario where he doesn't choose as the counterfactual intervener 

wants, he would be about to choose something contrary to what the counterfactual intervener 

wants (that is, he would show a different ”prior sign”, discussed below) which would lead the 

counterfactual intervener to cause the action, and that therefore the same events does not occur in 

the  alternative  scenario  as  in  the  actual  scenario.  (Fischer  2005)  However  van  Inwagen's 

argument  rests  on  a  concept  of  event-individuation  where  event  particulars  and  their  causal 

antecedents  are  essential to  it.  (Fischer  2005)  One  could  however  question  this  essentialist 

conception of event-individuation, and I will not consider van Inwagens argument in this paper. 

(Fischer 2005) 

But in order to put Ekstrom's remark in context, we need to consider what some have identified  

as an underlying assumption in the examples,  namely that the examples seem to assume that 

determinism is true.

One might wonder  how in the examples the counterfactual intervener can know whether or not 

the agent is going to choose A or B, and whether or not it should intervene. To flesh out the 

examples, Blumenfeld suggested that this can be achieved through the use of a ”prior sign”. The 
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”prior sign” would tell the counterfactual intervener, before the agent is about to choose A or B, 

which choice the agent is going to make, and could thus help guide the counterfactual intervener 

in whether or not it should intervene. (Fischer 2005) For instance it might be that through reading 

certain neurological patterns in the brain the device can tell which choice the agent is going to 

make, by the agent showing some neurological sign that he is about to choose A if he is soon 

about to choose A, and another neurological sign that he is about to choose B if he is soon about  

to choose B.

Then it seems the counterfactual intervener relies on the agent exhibiting some prior sign in order 

to ensure that the agent cannot do otherwise. The prior sign however seems to pose a problem for 

the proponents of the examples, if the counterfactual intervener register a prior sign that the agent 

is going to choose A, this would mean that it is determined that the agent was going to choose A. 

That  if  we  ”subtracted”  the  counterfactual  intervener's  ability  to  intervene  or  not,  and  only 

retained this prior sign that the agent is going to do A, it would mean that the agent's choice was 

be determined. If it was not determined when the prior sign registered that the agent is going to 

choose A, then it would seem that the agent actually could have chosen otherwise, and therefore 

it would seem that the examples assume determinism. (Ekstrom 2005)

This would seem to make the counterfactual intervener superfluos to whether or not the agent can 

do otherwise in the examples,  because if we subtracted it and only retained the prior sign, it  

would still be the case that the agent couldn't have done otherwise in the sense of token ability 

because the choice was determined. (Ekstrom 2005)

But if the examples assume determinism, this argument goes, then there is a case that the choice 

in the example was not something one can be morally responsible for, because the compatibility 

of determinism and moral responsibility is in question by for instance the consequence argument, 

because  the  consequence  argument  states  that  the  choice  was  not  up  to  the  agent.  It  would 

therefore seem to beg the question against the incompatibilist (one who believes determinism is 

incompatible  with  free  will  and  moral  responsibility)  to  assume  that  the  agent  is  morally 

responsible in these examples, and then the proponents of the examples would not have a case 
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against PAP unless they can overthrow the consequences argument by some external argument to 

the examples, or by the intuitions behind the examples somehow outweighing the consequence 

argument.

That the examples assume determinism has been questioned however. One attempt is to make the 

examples  assume  indeterminism  and  fatalism,  but  these  examples  are  controversial: if  the 

examples  begs  the  question  against  the  incompatibilist  because  the  examples  assume 

determinism, why would it be better if the agent's action is not only necessitated in a contingent 

sense, but in a necessary one? (Widerker 2005) In this paper I will assume that these examples 

would be at least as problematic as the assumption of determinism.

Another attempt is to try and make the examples explicitly assume indeterminism, but it has been 

argued that these attempts either allow for alternative possibilities, or they assume determinism. 

(Ekstrom 2005) According to this argument, either the prior sign determines that the agent is 

going to make a choice, in which case it would be determined, or it is a sign that the agent has 

formed the will to make a choice, in which case the agent would have alternative possibilities.

However, Fischer argues that let us say that the examples are indeterministic, and that one would 

show one prior sign if one is about to do as the counterfactual intervener wants, but that if one is 

going to choose something contrary to what the counterfactual intervener wants, one would show 

some other prior sign, say a small twitch, and it would intervene. (Fischer 2005) Then the agent 

would  have  alternative  possibilities,  but  this  wouldn't  be  a  sufficiently  robust  ability  to  do 

otherwise Fischer argues, and here he makes a distinction between 'ability' and 'possibility', the 

agent did have the possibility to show some other prior sign, but this would seem to be something 

largely involuntary and could not be said to be an  ability to do otherwise,  and therefore this 

indeterministic example would be one in which one does not have the ability to do otherwise. 

(Fischer 2005)

Another attempt at an indeterministic Frankfurt-type example is provided by Mele and Robb, 

where the counterfactual intervener does not operate through the use of a prior sign and where the 
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agent's choice is undetermined, but where the counterfactual intervener would intervene at the 

time when the choice is made. (Mele and Robb 1998) It is their argument that the choice of the 

agent  in  this  type  of  example  would  be  undetermined,  while  the  agent  is  still  unable  to  do 

otherwise. (Mele and Robb 1998)

Widerker has proposed an argument against the examples, which he calls the W-defence. This is 

a challenge to proponents of the examples, that one cannot be morally responsible for what one 

does wrong if there was not something else one could have done instead:

”I understand that you, Frankfurt, wish to say that in this situation Jones is morally blameworthy  

for his decision to break the promise. If so, tell me what, in your opinion, should he have done 

instead? Now you cannot claim that he should not have decided to break the promise, since this  

was something which was not in Jones's power to do. Hence, I do not see how you can hold  

Jones morally blameworthy for his decision to break the promise.” (Widerker 2005, P. 329)

To examine this challenge,  however, we need to have a better  grasp of the concept of moral 

responsibility, the subject of the next section (although we will not get back to the W-defence 

until section nine).

6. Some Ambiguities in the Concept of Moral Responsibility:

Moral responsibility, being a moral concept, is a concept within the domain of ethics, meaning; 

what we takes ethics to be would seem to have an impact on what we take moral responsibility to 

be. Let us first take a cursory look at some developments in thinking about this concept.

Aristotle explored moral responsibility in his Nichomachean Ethics III. According to him the 

concept of moral responsibility can be understood as an appropriateness to respond in a certain 

way to an agent because of what that agent has done or because of that agent's character traits, the 

response being for instance to blame or praise, or to punish or reward. He put forward that for an 

agent to be morally responsible for what he does, that action must have been voluntary, which 

means that the agent had control over the action, that the action originated in the agent, and that 
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the agent was aware of what he has going to do and bring about. (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy)

Aristotle himself did not give an answer to what it is that would make it appropriate to respond in 

this manner, but after him, when thinkers have tried to answer this question, they have usually 

fallen into two camps; the merit based view, that this kind of response is warranted because the 

agent deserve it, and the consequentalist view, that this kind of response is warranted because 

responding in this manner would tend to bring about a change in the behaviour of the agent that 

would  be  desirable.  (Stanford  Encyclopedia  of  Philosophy)  The  appropriateness  about  this 

response, it should be said, is morally motivated, and thus motivated by what is morally good or 

bad.

For both views, the concept of a moral agent is a significant one. For Aristotle, a requirement for  

being an agent would be someone who has the capacity for decision, and here he distinguishes 

humans from animals.  Animal behaviour is largely determined by instinct,  while humans can 

weigh the various alternatives in front of them, and make a decision based on what he or she 

finds desirable, and in that sense humans exercise a degree of control that animals do not possess. 

(Andersen 2007, Pp. 29-30) I think this view captures roughly what agency is about. A moral  

agent would then be someone who possess this capacity and can use it when thinking about moral 

questions, a moral agent would then roughly be someone who can think about what is morally 

good and bad, and take this into account when he makes decisions.

The concept of moral responsibility is an important one in society, for instance it is generally 

thought of as legitimate for the state to punish someone for having commited a crime. This could 

be motivated both by the consequentialist  view and the merit  view, the consequentalist  view 

would say that when we have laws that punish people for acts that are undesirable, this would 

lead to less such acts  being commited.  While according to the merit  view, if  people commit 

crimes, it would be morally desirable that these people are punished for what they have done, 

because they deserve it.
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In corporate life it is thought that giving bonuses to employees for performing well, for instance 

to someone having landed a big client, is something employees would be entitled to. This would 

be something that could be motivated by it leading to good consequences to have such bonuses, 

because  it  would  motivate  employees  to  perform  better  at  their  jobs,  but  it  could  also  be 

motivated by the merit view, because it might be that having made a greater effort at their jobs,  

the employees who have performed well would deserve more money.

I think there is something of an overlap between the consequentalist view and the merit view in 

our institutions, and that both are a part of our concept of moral responsibility, but each taken 

separately they would seem to give somewhat different answers. According to the consequentalist 

view,  rules  would  be  motivated  by their  consequences,  and these  would  seem to  be  largely 

motivated as preventive measures, by having punishments for breaking laws, we prevent people 

from commiting as many crimes as they would have if these laws were not in place.

But if we were not motivated to punish people for their crimes by them having deserved it, it 

would seem that we would put punishments at the most efficient level for making people refrain 

from commiting crimes. If for instance a crime being punished by the death penalty would not 

make people refrain from commiting that crime more than, say, that crime being punished by life 

in prison, it would seem difficult to motivate the death penalty according to the consequentalist 

view (although it could be that the victims of the crimes would feel greater satisfaction if the 

perpetrator  would  be  punished  more  severely,  and  this  would  be  something  that  the 

consequentalist view might take into account).

However, according to the merit view it might be that no matter whether or not the death penalty 

would prevent more crimes than life in prison, it might still be that certain crimes deserves this 

punishment, and then the merit view would say that these types of crime ought to be punished by 

the death penalty. This is in a sense a different concept of justice from the consequentalist view, 

according to the merit view there would be a moral value in itself to punish or reward people for 

their morally right or wrong acts, while according to the consequentalist view, punishment and 

reward would seem to be instrumental to achieving good consequences.
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Whether or not the merit view or the consequentalist view is correct would seem to depend on 

what concept of normative ethics is true. If consequentalism is true, then what makes an action 

right is that action's consequences, and then the consequentalist view would seem to be right. 

However if a theory of deontological ethics is true, according to which a certain crime would 

deserve to be punished by say the death penalty, that even if we would concede that punishing 

people by the death penalty for such crimes would lead to worse consequences, according to this 

theory it would be right to give this punishment, because it would be right to give people their 

just deserts, and then the merit view would seem to be right.

Then it  would seem that different  theories of normative ethics  would yield different theories 

about  moral  responsibility.  But  there  is  also  a  possible  impact  on  moral  responsibility  from 

metaethics, that is, from what we take ethics to be in the context of second order questions about 

ethics.

First of all, is there even a true concept of moral responsibility? What we take ethics to be would 

seem to have influence on this answer. If we take moral subjectivism to be the true theory, the 

answer to this question would seem to be no, there is then no objectively true concept of moral 

responsibility, we are then speaking of 'truth' as somehow being relative to what we believe, but 

this would seem to be a strange use of the word 'truth'. But even if we allow this usage of 'truth', it 

does not follow that there is  one ”truth”, some versions of moral subjectivism holds that moral 

truths are relative to individuals or different socities, this might mean that I have one true concept 

of moral responsibility and you another.

Another  theory is moral nihilism. According to this  theory there are no moral truths,  so this 

theory would give a definitive ”no” to the existence of a true concept of moral responsibility.  

Then there is the possibility that ethics is not even about anything that can be true. For instance 

Ayer's emotivism which argues that ethics is only about expressing our approval or dissaproval 

and does not really report anything that can be true, because while it may be true that I approve of 

something, this approval itself cannot be true. (Miller 2003, P. 26)
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Given the impact on moral responsibility from metaethics,  it would seem to beg the question 

against some of these theories if we assumed that there is one true concept of moral responsibility 

and that this concept would correspond to one version of either the merit or the consequentalist  

view.  I  will  however  assume  that  there  can,  in  some  sense,  exist  a  true  concept  of  moral  

responsibility, in some sense of ”objective”, and therefore it can be regarded that this essay rests 

on this possibility.

In an earlier  discussion we came to the conclusion that the compatibility of determinism and 

moral responsibility was in question, because the C requirement for moral responsibility might 

not be compatible with determinism. Aristotle's definition of a voluntary act roughy corresponded 

to our definition of the C requirement in section three, although he notes that it is required that 

one has a certain awareness about what one brings about.

Since  we  generally  do  not  think  someone  is  as  blameworthy  for  having  done  something 

unintentionally as someone who does it  intentionally,  say if  Tom purposefully trips someone 

while Dan accidently trips someone, we would say that Tom is blameworthy for what he has 

done  but  not  Dan,  we  can  therefore  add  the  awareness  requirement  to  the  C  requirement 

concerning moral responsibility (let us call this new requirement for moral responsibility the C* 

requirement).

But how we should intepret the C* requirement would seem to depend somewhat on if we take 

the merit or the consequentalist view as the correct analysis of moral responsibility. In fact, the 

C* requirement could be intepreted rather loosely if the consequentalist view is true, and it has 

usually been seen as compatible with determinism, while the C* requirement is more demanding 

if the merit view is true, and, it has been argued, the merit view would be incompatible with 

determinism. (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Conceivably  it  could  be  that  we are  not  really  responsible  for  our  wills,  but  by blaming or 

praising people for  what  they  do we would bring about  a  change in  behaviour  that  we find 

desirable.  This  could  motivate  blame  or  praise  according  to  the  consequentalist  view,  but 
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according to the merit view this would be unjust, if they not really being responsible for who they 

are would mean that they didn't deserve to blamed or praised.

We  then  have  two  conflicting  views  about  moral  responsibility.  I  will  not  argue  that  the 

consequentalist view is incompatible with determinism, the focus of this essay is rather on the 

merit view, whether or not it is shown not to require alternative possibilities by the Frankfurt-type 

examples. From now on, when speaking of moral responsibility, it will be assumed that it is this 

concept according to the merit view that is implied.

7. An Assumption of Determinism:

Let us now look at if the Frankfurt-type examples assume determinism, what seems to be at issue 

is whether or not the choice the agent makes in the examples would be causally determined. As 

was noted earlier, indeterminism might mean that not all events are undetermined, and it could be 

for instance that the choice of the agent is determined, but that other events would not be.

By  showing  that  the  agent's  choice  was  determined  we  do  not  show  that  all events  are 

determined, but it is generally assumed by incompatibilists that if the choice was determined, for 

the agent to have had moral responsibility for his action, it would then have to be the case that  

earlier choices which was the source of the agent's action must have been undetermined. If it was 

a feature of the examples, that they assumed that the agent was morally responsible for his action 

in virtue of earlier choices, then the objection against the character examples discussed earlier 

would have bearing on the Frankfurt-type examples as well.

I therefore take it that a feature of the examples is that the choice of the agent itself is what makes 

the agent moral responsible for his action. If the choice in the examples was causally determined 

before  that  choice  was  made,  this  would  mean  that  the  examples  would  rest  on  causally 

determined actions being something one can be morally responsible for, which as we have seen is 

contested. If this is indeed a feature of the examples is what this section is about, although more  

precisely it is if the examples assume that moral responsibility is compatible with determinism.
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An argument that has been made, for instance by Kane, is that either the examples explicitly 

assume determinism,  or they explicitly  assume indeterminism.  If  they assume indeterminism, 

then the choice the agent made was something the agent could be morally responsible for, but 

then it was also the case that he could have done otherwise. If they assume determinism, then it 

was not the case that the agent could have done otherwise, but then the agent wouldn't be morally 

responsible for his action. Either way the examples would fail to give us a case when it is both 

true that the agent is morally responsible for his action and that he couldn't have done otherwise, 

according to Kane. (Mele and Robb 1998)

It is Kane's point that in order for the counterfactual intervener to ensure that the agent didn't  

have  alternative  possibilities,  determinism would  have  to  be true.  Let  us  then  look at  if  the 

examples would have to assume that the choice the agent made was determined in order for the 

counterfactual intervener to ensure the agent couldn't have done otherwise.

Let us consider Frankfurt's original example:

”Suppose someone—Black,  let  us say—wants  Jones  to  to  perform a certain action.  Black  is  

prepared to go to considerable lengths to get his way, but he prefers to avoid showing his hand  

unnecessarily. So he waits until Jones is about to make up his mind about what to do and does  

nothing unless it is clear to him (Black is an excellent judge of such things) that Jones is going to  

do something other than what he wants him to do. If it does become clear that Jones is going to  

decide to do something else, Black takes effective steps to ensure that Jones decides to do, and  

that he does do, what he wants him to do. Whatever Jones's intitial preferences and inclinations,  

then, Black will have his way. . . . 

”Now suppose that Black never has to show his hand because Jones, for reasons of his own,  

decides to perform and does perform the very action Black wants him to perform. In that case, it  

seems clear, Jones will  bear precisely the same moral responsibility for what he does as he  
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would have borne if Black had not been ready to take steps to ensure that he do it.”6 (Frankfurt  

1969, Pp. 835-836) 

Here Black is the counterfactual intervener,  and acording to Frankfurt:  ”The assumption that  

Black  can  predict  what  Jones  is  going  to  do  does  not  beg  the  question  of  determinism.”. 

(Frankfurt 1969, P. 835, Footnote) He argues that:

”We can imagine that  Jones  has  often  confronted the alternatives-—A and B-—that  he now  

confronts, and that his face has invariably twitched when he was about to decide to A and never  

when he was about to decide to do B. Knowing this, and observing the twitch, Black would  have  

a basis for prediction. This does, to be sure, suppose that there is some sort of causal relation  

between Jones's state at the time of the twitch and his subsequent states. But any plausible view  

of  decision  or  of  action  will  allow that  reaching a decision  and performing an action  both  

involve earlier and later phases, with a causal relation between them, and such that the earlier  

phases are not themselves part of the decision or of the action. The example does not require that  

these earlier phases be deterministically related to still earlier events.” (Frankfurt 1969, P. 835, 

Footnote)

Frankfurt argues that Black can predict Jones action by his face twitching or not, and since he 

concedes  that  there  is  a  causal  releation  between Jones  twitch  and his  later  action,  it  might 

therefore seem abit puzzling that he also thinks that the examples does not assume determinism. 

Perhaps he thinks that the example would not explicitly assume that it is a deterministic world, 

because  Black's  ability  to  predict  what  Jones  is  going  to  do  would  not  explicitly  assume 

determinism.

That  our  choices  are  more  or  less  predictable  even  if  indeterminism is  true  is  conceivable, 

perhaps even likely. If indeterminism is true it doesn't have to be completely random what we 

will choose on a given occassion, it is plausible that who we are determines are choices to some 

6A subscript after Jones was deleted from the original passage. In the other quotes by Frankfurt where ”Jones” occur  

it is also the case that a subscript after Jones was deleted.
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degree, after all we often find that we can roughly predict what people we know will do or how 

they will react in particular circumstances when we have seen what they have done at previous 

times in similiar circumstances. That Black could have this sort of predictive power would not 

seem to beg the question of determinism.

There is however a difference between this type of case, where we can roughly predict  what 

people will do, and Black's power of prediction in the example, which would have to be certain in 

order to ensure that Jones cannot do otherwise. If Black watches the twitch, and decides not to 

intervene, and the choice is indeterministic, it would only be, at best, probable that Jones will 

choose as Black wants, and then there was a chance, albeit perhaps small, that he could have 

done otherwise than Black wanted, but then Jones could have done otherwise. If the twitch made 

it certain that Jones will choose as Black wants, then the choice would be determined.

Perhaps Frankfurt's point is that this does not assume that the world is deterministic,  because 

other  choices  in  the  world might  be indeterminstic,  but  then  the choice  itself  would still  be 

determined. Maybe Frankfurt's point is instead that albeit it was determined that Jones would do 

A if his face twitched and that Jones choice occured after the twitch, but that it could still be the 

case that the source of Jones action was in an indeterministic process occuring before the twitch, 

a process which determined that  Jones will  do A, and that  the examples  would therefore be 

compatible with indeterminism.

However, libertarians (those believing that free will and moral responsibility is compatible with 

indeterminism) are traditionally also incompatibilists, and they would contest that a determined 

choice or action could be something one can be morally responsible for (if we assume they are 

also incompatibilists concerning determinism and moral responsibility, which they traditionally 

are),  unless  the  source  of  the  action  was  situated  in  an  indeterministic  process  which  was 

sufficiently robust to ground moral responsibility for that action.

They would only concede that Jones choice was something he could be morally responsible for if  

the locus of control for that choice or action was in the indeterministic process occuring before 

35



the twitch and not after the choice or action was causally determined. If Frankfurt concedes that 

this is the case, Jones control over his action would occur before Black would choose whether to 

intervene or not, but then it would also be the case that Jones had alternative possibilities, if he 

holds that the locus of control over that action occured after the twitch, then the choice would be 

determined.

Frankfurt  might  instead hold the view that  when Jones is  at  an earlier  phase in his  decision 

process Black would determine if he should intervene ot not, before the later phase of Jones 

decision  process,  when  Jones  chooses,  and  that  therefore  Black  prevents  Jones  from  doing 

otherwise. It may be that the agent couldn't have done otherwise in the sense that he can't do an 

action contrary to Black's wishes, but he would have the alternative possibilities required for 

doing otherwise when it comes to moral responsibility if the indeterministic process occuring at 

the earlier  phase determined what Jones will do, and if this process had the locus of control 

required for a libertarian concept of moral responsibility.

Another  Frankfurt-type example  worth considering  is  one by Mele and Robb.  Our argument 

above against Frankfurt rests on that either the locus of control for the action was after the twitch, 

in which case Jones action was determined, or the locus of control was before the twitch,  in  

which  case  Jones  action  was  undetermined  but  it  was  also  true  that  he  had  alternative 

possibilities.  I think one can interpret  Mele and Robb's strategy as aiming to circumvent this 

problem,  by  explicitly  assuming  indeterminism,  and  saying  that  the  locus  of  control  neither 

occured before or after some prior sign, by constructing an example where the counterfactual 

intervener does not operate through the use of a prior sign, and where the locus of control occurs 

simultaneously to the instant  when the counterfactual  intervener  chooses to intervene  or not. 

Their example is this:

”At  t1, Black initiates  a certain deterministic  process P in Bob's brain with the intention of  

thereby causing Bob to decide at t2 (an hour later, say) to steal Ann's car. The process, which is  

screened off from Bob's consciousness, will deterministically culminate in Bob's deciding at t2 to  

steal Ann's car unless he decides on his own at  t2 to steal it or is incapable at  t2 of making a  
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decision (because for example he is dead by t2). . . . As it happens, at t2, Bob decides on his own  

to steal the car, on the basis of his own indeterministic deliberation about whether to steal it, and  

his  decision  has  no  deterministic  cause.  Rest  assured  that  P  in  no  way  influences  the  

indeterminstic decision-making process that actually issues in Bob's decision.” (Mele and Robb 

1998, Pp. 101-102)

They go on to say that: ”The process [the deterministic process P] is in no way sensitive to any  

'sign' of what Bob will decide.” (Mele and Robb 1998, P. 102) How the counterfactual intervener 

(the determinstic process P) would work, according to Mele and Robb, is:

”He [Bob] is physically and psychologically so constituted that if an unconscious deterministic  

process in his brain and an indeterministic decision-making process of his were to 'coincide' at  

the moment of decision, he would indeterministically decide on his own and the deterministic  

process would have no effect on his decision.” (Mele and Robb 1998, Pp. 103-104)

It  is  their  contention,  then,  that  Bob  couldn't  have  done  otherwise,  even  if  the  choice  was 

indeterministic.  At  the  same  time  as  the  indeterministic  decision-making  process  would 

culminate in Bob stealing or not stealing Ann's  car,  deterministic  process P would decide to 

intervene or not.

However, a problem with the example is that it seems to allow for robust alternative possibilities.  

(Ekstrom 2005) As was argued above, if the locus of control is situated before the prior sign and 

indeterminism is true, the example would seem to allow for alternative possibilities. While it is 

certainly the case that in the example it cannot happen that Bob consciously and deliberately 

decides not to steal Ann's car, it seems that the deterministic process P does not prevent Bob from 

forming or not forming an indeterministic process so that at t2, or just the instant before, there is 

a fact what Bob would have done had he chosen on his own.

If we assume that, at t2, the indeterministic process leading up to Bob forming the will to steal 

Ann's car or not was incomplete, so to speak, and there was no fact what Bob would have chosen, 
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then if the counterfactual intervener had not intervened Bob could have formed the will not to 

steal Ann's car, and it would therefore have had to intervene to ensure that Bob steals the car. If  

there was a fact that, at t2, the indeterministic process that determines if Bob forms the will or not 

to steal Ann's car was complete, and there was a fact what Bob would have chosen, then it seems 

that the deterministic process P would not prevent Bob from doing otherwise, since it was already 

determined at t2 what Bob would have chosen, and if we assume that indeterminism is true, he 

would also have had alternative possibilities.

It would then seem that in this case that the counterfactual intervener is to late in its reaction to  

ensure that the agent cannot do otherwise, and that therefore the example does not constitute a 

counterexample to PAP. (Ekstrom 2005)

But going back to our discussion about the locus of control being situated before or after the prior 

sign, Fischer would contend that the agent having the possibility to show some prior sign (say a 

small involuntary twitch) would count as an ability to do otherwise, it may well be a possibility 

for something else happening, but it cannot be an ability, since if the agent shows that sign or not 

is largely involuntary, so that it could still be held that the agent did not have an ability to do  

otherwise in such a case, and he thus holds that therefore one could construct indeterministic 

Frankfurt-type examples. (Fischer 2005)

But it is contentious that libertarians would accept an indeterministic case where an agent had the 

possibility of doing something involuntary as sufficient for moral responsibility for that action, if 

that possibility was was not an alternative the agent could have chosen, as is argued for instance 

by Kane (although some libertarians conceivably might hold this position, I will focus on those 

who don't). (Fischer 2005) Fischer might well be right that simply a possibility to show some 

involuntary sign shouldn't sway the libertarian to think the agent could have done otherwise, but 

it shouldn't sway the libertarian either to abandon his concerns that the agent in the Frankfurt-

type example is not morally responsible.
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If there is a concern that the agent is not morally responsible if the action is determined, the 

concern  about  the  moral  responsibility  of  the  agent  would  not  diminish  if  the  agent  had  a 

possibility  of  doing something  involuntary.  The  libertarian  who is  also  an  incompatibilist  is 

concerned that if determinism is true, the choice would not be up to the agent. If determinism is 

true, there was only one thing one actually could have done, and if one adds the possibility of 

twitching involuntary to the options available to the agent,  it  would seem insufficient for the 

agent  to  have a  choice  about  his  action  if  one  takes  it  the  choice  wasn't  up to  the  agent  if  

determinism is true. (Ekstrom 2005)

If  one assumes that  the world is  indeterministic,  and that  the agent  in  that  world is  morally 

responsible according to this libertarian view, then if there is a prior sign that determines that the 

agent is going to choose A, then we would have to assume that when that the prior sign occurs, 

the  source  of  the  action,  the  locus  of  control  of  the  agent  over  his  choice,  was  in  an 

indeterministic process with robust alternative possibilities.

It would therefore seem that although the examples themselves does not have to be deterministic 

to ensure that the agent couldn't have done otherwise as is required for moral responsibility, they 

still rest on a conception of moral responsibility that is not threatened by determinism. Since an 

indeterministic case where the agent could have done something involuntary cannot be ”better” 

than a  deterministic  case,  one would have to  assume that  determinism is  no threat  to moral 

responsibility to accept this type of case as a counterexample to PAP.

I take it that for all  Frankfurt-type examples,  it  is either the case that the locus of control is 

before,  at  the  same time,  or  after  the  prior  sign.  If  it  is  after,  the  agent  couldn't  have  done 

otherwise but then for the agent to be moral responsibility one would have to assume that moral 

responsibility  is  compatible  with  determinism.  If  it  occurs  before  or  simultaneously,  then 

determinism is not necessarily true, but if determinism wouldn't be true, then the agent would 

have alternative possibilities. In an example like Mele and Robb's, where there is no prior sign, I 

take it that the counterfactual intervener would not prevent the agent from having alternative 

possibilities.
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There are many Frankfurt-type examples I have not considered. But I will assume that for all 

Frankfurt-type examples, the counterfactual intervener would have to ”react” to a prior sign in 

order to ensure that the agent did not have alternative possibilities, or intervene regardless of a 

prior sign and cause the action, and in those cases that action would be determined. I therefore 

take it that the examples fail to give us a reason to believe that moral responsibility does not  

require alternative possibilities without begging the question of determinism.

8. A Conditional Ability to Do Otherwise in The Examples:

Frankfurt-type examples  are meant  to  show that  an agent  can be morally  responsible  for his 

action even though the agent did not have alternative possibilities. As was argued in section five 

however the agent seem to have alternative possibilities in the examples in some sense, that is, a 

”general” type of ability to do otherwise, so it is rather that the examples are meant to show that a  

specific type of ability to do otherwise is not required for moral responsibility. Let us then look at 

what this type of ability is.

Earlier we discussed a conditional type of ability of the sort: ”if he wants to do X, he could do 

X”. There are weaker types of ability as well, for instance it might be that Anthony is at a friends 

place and doesn't feel like playing guitar, but that his friend doesn't even own a guitar so that 

even if Anthony wanted to play guitar, he wouldn't have been able to. Then he wouldn't have the 

conditional type of ability to do otherwise above. However, it might be that Anothony knows 

how to play the guitar, that in fact he is quite good at it,  and that although in that particular 

circumstance he couldn't play guitar, under normal circumstances when he had access to a guitar 

he could. Anthony can then play the guitar in one sense, that is, he has a ”general” type of ability 

to play the guitar.

This is a weaker type of ability than the conditional ability, and an ability that we would concede 

that the agent has in the examples; although the agent couldn't actually have done otherwise in 

the examples, we can assume that the choice between A and B (say between going to the movies 

or  not)  is  a  type  of  choice  the  agent  often  confronts  in  his  daily  life,  and  that  in  general  

circumstances he would have the ability to choose either, since in those general circumstances 

40



there wouldn't be a counterfactual intervener. Therefore the agent in the examples would have a 

general ability to do otherwise.

I think it is plausible that the agent has a conditional ability to do otherwise in the examples as 

well, although this is less obvious. If, in the examples, the world was such that the agent had been 

someone who wanted to  do otherwise than what  the counterfactual  intervener  wants,  then it  

would  have  interfered,  and it  would  have  ensured  that  the  agent  does  as  the  counterfactual 

intervener wants, and in that sense the agent couldn't have done otherwise. But in another sense 

he could, if we take the conditional: ”if he wanted to do X, he could have” to mean that if the 

agent forms the will to do X, he can do X, then the agent could have done otherwise.

If the agent is about to choose between A and B, and that if the agent is about to choose A, the  

conterfactual intervener would intervene before the agent is going to form the will to do A, and 

make him form the will to do B instead. Then in the example the agent chooses B on his own and 

the counterfactual intervener does not intervene, but it would have intervened if he was about to 

choose A. But if we assumed that the agent wants to do A, that is, we assume that he forms the 

will to do A, then he could have done A, since the counterfactual intervener would only prevent 

the agent from forming the will to do A, it would not prevent the agent from exercising his will to 

do A if that was the will he had formed.

I think given the case above it is plausible that the agent has a conditional ability do otherwise, 

although it could be argued that given the counterfactual intervener it would be a contradiction 

that the agent forms the will to do A, since it would have intervened and made him choose B 

instead, but I don't think this means he doesn't have a type ability to do otherwise.

If Jane is a person who likes movies alot, and dislike the theatre, which she finds boring, and we 

assume that her preference for going to the movies so strongly overrides her preference for going 

to the theatre that she wouldn't under normal circumstances go to the theatre if she could go to the 

movies instead.  Let us assume a case then under such normal circumstances and that Jane is  

about to choose between going to the movies or the theatre. She would have a type ability to go 
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to the theatre, since if she wanted to, she could have, it just is that she wouldn't, given the type of 

person she is, want to.

But if Jane forms the will to go to the theatre, she would contradict the world in a similar sense to 

an agent having formed the will to do something contrary to what the counterfactual intervener 

wants. For instance, it might be that Jane as a child was forced by her parents to attend bad plays 

when she really wanted to be out playing with her friends, and that this shaped her to strongly 

associate the theatre with boredom. If we assumed that Jane wanted to go to the theatre then we 

would assume something that contradicted that Jane was formed to be this type of person, in a 

similar  sense  to  an  agent  having  formed  the  will  to  do  something  contrary  to  what  the 

counterfactual intervener wants the agent to do.

I don't see any significant difference between the case of Jane and the Frankfurt-type examples, 

although one could argue that while in the case of Jane if she forms the will to go to the theatre  

the contradiction to the actual world would be a contradiction internal to the agent (that is, her 

past preferences and experiences), but that in a Frankfurt-type example the agent forming the will 

to do something contrary to the counterfactual intervener would contradict something external to 

the agent, that is, the counterfactual intervener.

But consider that Jane had a boyfriend, Thomas, that really likes the theatre, and was so upset 

that Jane never wanted to go to the theatre that they broke up and he married Emma, but that they 

would never have broken up if Jane had been more willing to go to the theatre. Then if Jane 

decides to go to the theatre in the case above it would contradict that Thomas married Emma, 

because he would never have done so if he sensed that there was a possibility that Jane could 

sometime in the future want to go to the theatre (we can assume Thomas is a perfect predictor of 

such things, which is conceivable if it is a deterministic world). Then Jane going to the theatre 

would contradict something external to Jane, and it would seem to be in the same sense as the 

agent in the examples would contradict the counterfactual intervener. Since it seems that Jane has 

a conditional ability to do otherwise, and her case is similiar to a Frankfurt-type example in the 
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relevant  respects,  it  seems  that  the  agent  in  the  examples  have  a  conditional  ability  to  do 

otherwise.

This argument seem to rest on the argument given in section eight, that the examples assume 

determinism (in an indeterministic case where the agent have the possibility to do something 

involuntary, I take it the agent would have a conditional ability to do otherwise as well), and that 

the  agent  cannot  do  otherwise  is  a  conditional  and  contingent  truth.7 The  counterfactual 

intervener's ability to intervene does not prevent the exercise of one's will (it would if it occured 

after the locus of control, but then the agent would have alternative possibilities anyway), which 

is compatible with the ability to do otherwise according to the conditional analyis.

According  to  Fischer,  while  the  agent  in  the  examples  would  have  a  general  ability  to  do 

otherwise, he wouldn't have a conditional ability to do otherwise, because according to him the 

examples  show that  the  agent  doesn't  have  a  particularized  ability  to  do  otherwise,  and  he 

distinguishes  between  a  general  ability  to  do  something  and  an  ability  to  do  something  in 

particular  circumstances,  and he seems to hold that a conditional ability to do otherwise is a 

”particularized” ability. (Fischer 2005) Space limits me from exploring this issue further, but it 

should be noted that while the argument about the assumption of determinism does not rest on the 

agent having a conditional ability to do otherwise, the argument in the next section about what 

concept of moral responsibility proponents of the examples are thinking about do.

It might be that the examples are meant to show that the agent neither has a conditional or a token 

ability to do otherwise, but as was argued above, the examples seems to allow for a conditional 

ability to do otherwise. Then it is that the agent in the examples is prevented from having a token 

7If fatalism is true, and the choice of an agent is a necessary truth, it is unclear what the implications would be for the 

conditional ability to do otherwise. Because, while according to fatalism it might be that if the agent wanted to do 

something contrary to what the counterfactual intervener wanted he could have, it is unclear that the agent could be 

said to ”have access”  to such a conditional.  It  is  therefore  unclear  whether  or  not an agent in a  Frankfurt-type 

example that assume fatalism would have a conditional ability to do otherwise. My intuitions tell me that either these 

examples would allow for a conditional ability to do otherwise, or one could only have moral responsibility in a  

weaker sense than was possible if determinism is true.
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ability to do otherwise, and that moral responsibility does not require alternative possibilities in a 

”token” sense, which as was argued in section four corresponds to what we might call an actual 

ability  to  do  otherwise,  that  it  was  possible  that  one  could  have  chosen  otherwise  in  the 

circumstances exactly as it was.

Perhaps  it  is  commonly  assumed  that  the  examples  excludes  the  conditional  ability  to  do 

otherwise,  and that  this  is  one reason why people  have found them so convicining,  that  the 

examples doesn't target specific versions of the particularized ability to do otherwise, but that 

they target the concept of a particularized ability to do otherwise itself and thus the ability to do 

otherwise as it has been perceived as pertaining to the concept of moral responsibility.

If the examples allow for a conditional ability to do otherwise, the opponents of the examples 

might  say that  the proponents  are  thinking of moral  responsibility  in  a  sense that  requires  a 

conditional ability to do otherwise, and they could argue that the proponents of the examples are 

thinking of moral responsibility in one sense when thinking about if the agent is prevented from 

having  alternative  possibilities  and  another  when  thinking  about  what  sense  of  moral 

responsibility they agent have in the examples. Let us consider this argument in the next section.

9. Two Concepts of Moral Responsibility:

It seems that what motivates Frankfurt and Fischer to think that moral responsibility does not 

require alternative possibilities corresponds to what motivates one to think that the concept of a 

conditional ability to do otherwise is sufficient for free will and moral responsibility.

When Frankfurt discuss moral responsibility, the circumstances which to him would exempt one 

from moral responsibility for an action is that that action was impelled, coerced or brought about. 

(Frankfurt 1969) He holds that: ”A person may do something in circumstances that leave him no  

alternative to doing it, without these circumstances actually moving him or leading him to do it-

without them playing any role, indeed, in bringing it about that he does what he does.” (Frankfurt 

1969, P. 830)
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While determinism would not entail that our actions would be impelled or coerced, there is a 

sense in which it would entail that actions are brought about by things outside of our control, but 

there is also a sense in which it wouldn't. It doesn't bring about events no matter what we do, 

rather we as agents would play a role in bringing about our actions, while we do not have the  

power to act contrary to the laws and the past in a token ability sense, we could not subtract us 

from the world and the same events would unfold, in that sense our deliberations, choices, acts 

and motives play a role in the events unfolding as they do.

It is also not clearly the case that determinism would lead us or move us to act. If determinism is 

true, we could say that our options would be limited, that there was only one thing we actually 

could have done in a particular circumstance, but determinism would not exert any influence on 

why we do as we do, it wouldn't move us to act in one direction rather than another in the sense 

that if determinism is true, actions and choices of type A would be more common that actions and 

choices of type B, determinism would be impartial to such matters.

For Fischer, the centrality of the examples seem to be that they show that voluntary acts, even 

without alternative possibilities, are sufficient for moral responsibility. (Fischer 2005) This is also 

compatible with determinism, since the truth of determinism is impartial to if we do more or less 

voluntary acts. Determinism, as we have seen, is compatible with the negative concept of free 

will and moral responsibility; the truth of determinism does not put us under any constraint or 

make us face more obstacles when compared to an indeterministic world.

But can one interpret Frankfurt and Fischer to argue that if determinism is true, we can have 

ultimate  responsibility?  It  is  possible  that  they  think  that  we  would  not  be  less  morally 

responsible  if  determinism is  true  than  if  indeterminism  is  true,  but  this  would  only  be  an 

argument against the libertarian, who are commited to indeterminism being compatible with free 

will and moral responsibility. It is possible that they are right that we wouldn't be less morally 

responsible if determinism is true than if indeterminism is true, but it is possible that this is the 

case because moral responsibility is incompatible with determinism and indeterminism, that we 

wouldn't have moral responsibility either way.
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There are  powerful reasons for why we cannot  be ultimately  reponsible  for our actions,  one 

argument is that this would require that we are causa sui. (Strawson 2005) That in order for us to 

be part in the creation of our own nature, we would have to cause ourselves to be who we are in  

certain respects, but self causation is problematic, if we already exist we can cause things, but 

how can we cause things about our existence before we exist?

Given that ultimate responsibility would require us to be causa sui it is mysterious how we could 

have this type of responsibility, but many have found that the case against the compatibility of 

determinism  and  moral  responsibility  is  stronger  than  the  case  against  the  compatibility  of 

indeterminism and moral responsibility,  because of for instance the consequence argument. It 

might then be that determinism is more problematic than indeterminism when it comes to the 

existence of ultimate responsibility.

Fischer's argument for the compatibility of moral responsibility and determinism is an argument 

against  the incompatibility of determinism and moral responsibility.  That is,  he considers the 

reasons for why determinism would threaten moral responsibility, and argues that it wouldn't. For 

him, all other reasons why determinism might threaten moral responsibility apart from a lack of 

alternative possibilities is dealt with with an external argument to the examples, and I will not 

consider this argument here. He does however argue that the Frankfurt-type examples show that 

alternative  possibilities  are  shown to  be irrelevant  to  moral  responsibility  by reflecting  upon 

deterministically specified examples, that is, he argues that the agent acts voluntarily even when 

faced with no alternative possibilities, and that this shows one can exercise control over one's 

action even though one did not have alternative possibilities, and that therefore one would be 

morally  responsible  in  such  a  case.  Even  if  we  accept  his  argument  against  determinism, 

however, there is a case to be made that the agent wouldn't have ultimate responsibility anyway, 

unless the impossibility of being causa sui can be warded of.

When we distinguished between a conditional and a token ability to do otherwise, we argued that 

in  the sense  of  a  conditional  ability  the agent  is  not  prevented  from doing otherwise in  the 

examples. However, if the proponents of the examples are thinking of moral responsibility in a 
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sense which only requires a conditional ability to do otherwise, this would be in a weaker sense 

than a sense which requires a token ability to do otherwise, and a sense in which we have argued 

that the agent have moral responsibility in the examples.

There are reasons for why moral responsibility requires alternative possibilities, for instance the 

W-defence, that what should the agent have done instead in order to not be morally blameworthy 

for his action? Fischer points out, however, that it is not obvious that an agent must have been 

able to have done otherwise to be blameworthy for an action, for instance if moral dilemmas are 

possible, in which case no matter what one chooses one would be blameworthy for one's action. 

(Fischer 2005)

However  even  this  case  seems  to  involve  alternative  possibilities,  we are  after  all  choosing 

between two alternatives, even though we do not have the power to bring about that we are not 

morally blameworthy and thus we cannot bring about that we do not do something that is morally 

wrong, we are still making a choice between alternatives in some sense. It is also possible that the 

reason one ended up in a moral dilemma is that one made prior choices which could have avoided 

the dilemma.

I think however one can couch Frankfurt's and Fischer's intuitions about moral responsibility 

under a concept that requires a conditional ability to do otherwise, we would then accept a looser 

AP requirement than for the metaphysical concept of free will and moral responsibility, and a 

looser C* requirement that does not require that one is ultimately responsible for one's actions.

It seems to me that Fischer's argument fail to show that moral responsibility does not require 

alternative possibilities, because the examples that assume determinism allow for an ability to do 

otherwise in one sense, that is, in the sense of the conditional ability. If his argument does not  

show that a conditional ability to do otherwise is not required for moral responsibility, which a 

reflection upon an example where this type of ability is not negated reasonably cannot, it seems 

plausible that the reason the agent is morally responsible in some sense is that he is morally  

responsible in a sense that requires the conditional ability to do otherwise.
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The answer to why it seems the agent is morally responsible in the examples would then be that  

the agent does have alternative possibilities to choose from in some sense, and that it is in this 

sense  the  agent  could  have  avoided blameworthiness  for  his  action.  It  also help  explain  the 

difference of opinion concerning if the agent is morally responsible in the examples between the 

opponents and proponents: opponents are thinking of a type of moral responsibility that requires 

a token ability to do otherwise, and proponents of a type of moral responsibility that requires a 

conditional ability to do otherwise.

There is still a question if one can make sense of a type of moral responsibility according to the  

merit view if determinism is true, if we can be deserving of what we do if it is not ultimately up 

to us,  but this might  also be a question for the libertarian.  It  is  also a possibility  that moral 

responsibility does not require alternative possibilities. After all, our argument is only about the 

Frankfurt-type examples and there might be other reasons to believe moral responsibility does not 

require the ability to do otherwise. It is also possible that the examples that assume fatalism can 

be  a  counterexample  to  PAP.  It  might  therefore  still  be  the  case  that  Fischer  is  right  that  

alternative possibilities is not a requirement for moral responsibility, and thus that his intuitions 

are right on this matter, it is possible that his and Frankfurt's intuitions about the examples elude 

to this.

10. Conclusion:

In this paper it has been argued that the Frankfurt-type examples assume that determinism is 

compatible  with  moral  responsibility.  It  was  argued  that  the  agent  in  the  examples  is  not 

prevented  from  having  alternative  possibilities  in  the  sense  of  a  conditional  ability  if  the 

examples assume determinism, and that the intutions behind alternative possibilities not being a 

requirement for moral responsibility can be explained by the proponents of the examples thinking 

of moral responsibility in a conditional ability sense. It was also argued that a reflection upon the 

examples that assume determinism do not show that this type of ability is not required for moral 

responsibility. Therefore it would seem that the proponents case that the examples show that PAP 

is false would rest on if the examples that assume fatalism can be counterexamples to PAP.
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