Frankfurt – “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility”

Principle of Alternate Possibilities (PAP): a person is morally responsible for what she has done only if she could have done otherwise
· If PAP is true, and if Determinism is true, then it seems that we cannot be morally responsible for our actions.
· Frankfurt is going to argue that PAP is false. We need to distinguish to notions:
· Circumstances make it impossible for Person A to do otherwise
· Circumstances impel/coerce A to perform some action
· NB: Coercion alleviates moral responsibility (at least somewhat).
· Cases to test PAP: Jones decides to perform action A, and then is threatened with a severe penalty if he does not perform action A. Is Jones morally responsible for performing action A? To answer, we need to fill in some more details.
· Jones1: always does whatever he initially decides to do, no matter what else happens and no matter the cost.
· Was he coerced? No.
· Could he have done otherwise? Yes, if his initial decision was different.
· Is he morally responsible? Yes. 
· Jones2: overwhelmed by the treat. Forgets why he initially chose to do A, and does A solely because of the threat.
· Was he coerced? Yes.
· Could he have done otherwise? No.
· Is he morally responsible (for doing A)? No. (He may be responsible for his initial decision to do A, but not for doing A itself.)
· Jones3: was impressed but not overwhelmed by the threat. He would have submitted to it if he hadn’t already decided to do A. But as it stands, he does A for his original reasons.
· Was he coerced? Unclear.
· Could he have done otherwise? No.
· Is he morally responsible? Seemingly yes.
· So this looks like a counterexample to PAP.
· But this might be resisted. Maybe he could have done otherwise just by accepting the threatened, very-severe punishment.
· Jones4: unwittingly under the control of Black, a sinister neuroscientist. Black will ensure that Jones4 decides to do A, though will only intervene if he sees that Jones4 is about to decide not to do A. If he sees this, Black will step in and manipulate the neurons in Jones4’s brain to ensure that Jones4 decides to do A. Given this setup, suppose Jones4 decides to do A for his own reasons (Black never intervenes).
· Was Jones4 coerced? No.
· Could he have done otherwise? No.
· Is he morally responsible? Yes.
· Jones4 is thus a counterexample to PAP.
· Inability to do otherwise does not always explain why the performed action was performed. The explanation of a person’s action might not make any reference to the fact that they could not have done otherwise, even if that is indeed true.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]“When a fact is in this way irrelevant to the problem of accounting for a person’s action it seems quite gratuitous to assign it any weight in the assessment of his moral responsibility.” (p. 412)
· Potential revision of PAP: a person is not morally responsible for what she has done if she did it because she could not have done otherwise.
· If this is right, determinism still precludes moral responsibility. Why?
· If it is causally determined why Jones acts the way he does, then all of the following are true: 
· Jones could not have done otherwise than he did.
· Jones did what he did because of those causal determinants.
· Jones did what he did because he could not have done otherwise.
· Frankfurt thinks this revised version of PAP is also wrong. 
· Frankfurt’s revision to PAP: a person is not morally responsible for what she has done if she did it only because she could not have done otherwise.
· So: causal determinants of a person’s action may exclude alternate possibilities, and thus may play some role in explaining why the person did what she did.
· But: if there are additional reasons why the person did what she did (aside from the fact that she couldn’t have done otherwise), e.g. she wanted to do it, then she is still at least partially morally responsible for her actions.
