
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=sinq20

Inquiry
An Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/sinq20

Frankfurt cases, alternative possibilities and
agency as a two-way power

Helen Steward

To cite this article: Helen Steward (2022) Frankfurt cases, alternative possibilities and agency as a
two-way power, Inquiry, 65:9, 1167-1184, DOI: 10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 30 Mar 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1045

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=sinq20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/sinq20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639
https://doi.org/10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=sinq20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=sinq20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-30
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-30
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/0020174X.2021.1904639#tabModule


Frankfurt cases, alternative possibilities and agency
as a two-way power
Helen Steward

School of Philosophy, Religion and History of Science, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK

ABSTRACT
In this paper, I argue that having ‘leeway’ is part and parcel of what it is to be the
agential source of an action, so that embracing source incompatibilism does not,
by itself, absolve the incompatibilist of the need to find Frankfurtian agents to be
possessors of alternate possibilities. I offer a response to Frankfurt-style
counterexamples to the Principle of Alternate Possibilities, based on the idea that
Frankfurt’s Jones exercises the two-way power of agency when he acts – a
power whose exercise intrinsically implies the possibility of having done
otherwise. I then show how to respond to the objection that the alternative
possibility noted is not sufficiently ‘robust’ to ground his moral responsibility. I
also distinguish my own argument for the claim that source incompatibilism is
not truly independent of leeway incompatibilism from an argument for the same
conclusion which has been offered previously by Kevin Timpe, and suggest that
my own version has the dialectical advantage that it does not automatically
assume from the outset that sourcehood requires indeterminism, and hence is in
line with the traditional idea that the alternate possibilities requirement on moral
responsibility is the common property of compatibilists and incompatibilists alike.

KEYWORDS Free will; moral responsibility; incompatibilism; Principle of Alternate Possibilities; Frankfurt
cases; two-way power

1. Introduction

Are alternative possibilities required for moral responsibility? Frankfurt
(1969) argued that they were not. The Principle of Alternate Possibilities
was formulated by Frankfurt as follows:

(PAP) A person is morally responsible for what he has done only if he could have
done otherwise;

and the main claim of his article is that (PAP) is false, shown to be so by a
range of counterexamples. If the counterexamples work, then there can
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be agents who could not have done other than they did who nevertheless
are morally responsible for what they have done. And with this argument,
one might have thought, compatibilism about moral responsibility and
determinism ought to be within easier reach. If determinism is a
problem for moral responsibility, isn’t that at least partly because it
might be thought to rule out alternative possibilities?

One influential way of denying that Frankfurt’s counterexamples to
(PAP) have significant consequences for the compatibilism vs incompati-
bilism debate has been to argue that the most serious difficulties that
determinism presents for moral responsibility and freedom are not
really about alternative possibilities (leeway) at all; they are really about
the fact that determinism does not permit agents to be properly under-
stood as the source of their actions (Pereboom 1995, 2003; Kane 1996;
2002; Clarke 2003). If an action has a cause (or set of causes) which deter-
ministically produce it, and those causes are in turn themselves determi-
nistically caused, and so on, the source of actions seems traceable back
well beyond the agent. How then, if determinism is true, can the agent
be regarded as anything other than a helpless puppet, caught up in the
inevitable machinations of the natural world? How can the agent be the
true source of anything that happens? In this paper, I want to acknowledge
the power of the intuitions which generate the positionwhich has come to
be known as source incompatibilism – but I will argue that it is a mistake to
suppose that source incompatibilism is truly a distinct incompatibilist
alternative to its more traditional cousin, leeway incompatibilism. Rather,
I shall claim, a certain kind of leeway is in any case required for sourcehood.

The case for a connection between source incompatibilism and leeway
incompatibilism has been made before, by Timpe (2007). While agreeing
with Timpe that sourcehood and leeway are connected, I shall try to
suggest, however, that Timpe’s explanation of that connection is one
which necessarily denies alternative possibilities one of their important
traditional dialectical roles in the free will debate, as something the exist-
ence of which might constitute an independent premise in a potential
argument for incompatibilism. Roughly speaking, the structure of the
kind of argument I have in mind is this

P1 Alternative possibilities are required for free will/moral responsibility.

P2 Alternative possibilities are inconsistent with causal determinism.

So

C Free will/moral responsibility is inconsistent with causal determinism.
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In arguments of this traditional kind, notice, P1 is a premise that could
in principle be accepted either by compatibilists or incompatibilists – it is
supposed to be, in David Hunt’s words, ‘the common property of compa-
tibilists and incompatibilists alike’ (Hunt 2000, 196), although compatibi-
lists who accepted it would of course be likely to give a very different
account of what the relevant alternative possibilities amounted to from
that given by their incompatibilist opponents. For the purposes of this
paper, I shall call this argument the ‘Common Property Argument’
(CPA), in order to highlight the importance of this feature of its first
premise. I shall try to show that Timpe’s treatment of the relationship
between source and leeway incompatibilism cannot permit alternative
possibilities to play their own independent role in an argument of this
kind. I shall try to develop the connection between source and leeway
incompatibilism, by contrast, in such a way that the alternative possibility
requirement can retain this independent role and continue to function as
the first premise in a Common Property Argument.

Given that my position entails that alternative possibilities remain
necessary for moral responsibility even if one is a source incompatibilist,
some response to Frankfurt’s alleged counterexamples is of course
required. I shall argue that although Frankfurt may successfully have
shown that one kind of alternative possibility we might have thought
was required for moral responsibility is not in fact needed – the sort
that might be thought to be connected with fairness requirements on
blameworthiness – there is another important kind which is essential to
moral responsibility, because (and only because) it is essential to
agency. Such possibilities, I shall maintain, remain available to Frankfur-
tian agents and help ground our conviction that they are indeed
agents of the actions they undertake. This crucial kind of alternative possi-
bility, I shall argue, is intrinsic to the kind of sourcehood that is encoded in
the concept of agency. The source incompatibilist is right, therefore, that
Frankfurt has not succeeded, by way of his refutation of (PAP), in showing
that compatibilism is within our grasp – but wrong if she supposes that
Frankfurt has nevertheless shown that the availability of alternative pos-
sibilities is not crucial to the free and morally responsible agent.

2. The principle of alternative possibilities as a principle of
fairness

Why might alternative possibilities be important for moral responsibility?
One intuition to this effect – perhaps the main one that has been in play in
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the debate that philosophers have had about moral responsibility and its
relation to determinism – stems from a thought about fairness. The
thought is that it is unfair to hold someone morally responsible – and
in particular, unfair to blame or punish a person – for something that
they could not have avoided doing. This principle may be regarded as
something we bring to bear in the practice of everyday moral judgement.
If you knock into me on the pavement and hurt me, I won’t hold you
morally responsible if you’ve done it only because you were jostled by
someone else and were unable to regain your balance; if someone
steals food because they’re starving, we may decide they were compelled
by hunger and consider their act as something for which they are entirely
non-blameworthy; if I slap someone while under the influence of hypnotic
suggestion, I am unlikely to be held fully accountable for my act. I am not
to blame for what I have done, the thought goes, if I couldn’t (at any
stage)1 have avoided doing the thing that I have done, since it would
then be unfair to hold me responsible. But if there are no alternative pos-
sibilities, it might seem that everything an agent does is something she
couldn’t help doing, and thus that holding people morally responsible
for what they have done is always unfair if determinism is true.

It seems to be true that there is a prima facie important principle at
stake here, concerning the fairness of holding people morally responsible
when they can’t do other than they do. But two important questions arise
about this principle, in the present context. The first is whether it is really
best formulated by means of (PAP) – for if it is not, Frankfurt’s verdict that
(PAP) is false immediately becomes much less significant. Provided there
is some principle which (i) appears similarly to be justified by fairness con-
siderations; (ii) specifies that it is a necessary condition of an agent’s being
morally responsible (or blameworthy) for something that the agent have
some kind of capacity to do otherwise of a kind which would be ruled out
by determinism; and (iii) resists refutation by Frankfurt cases, it will not be
important to the general case for incompatibilism if Frankfurt is right that
(PAP) itself is false.2 Some philosophers have argued that there are indeed

1‘At any stage’, of course, to avoid the generation of counterexamples based on cases in which it might
be thought that one is compelled to act in a certain way only because one has knowingly put oneself in
that predicament by, for example, taking a drug or subjecting oneself to brainwashing or hypnosis at
an earlier stage.

2Cf van Inwagen (1983, 164):

The Principle of Alternate Possibilities is probably false […]. What follows? It does not follow
that we might be morally responsible for our acts even if we lacked free will; it follows only that
the usual argument for the proposition that moral responsibility entails free will has a false
premise […].

1170 H. STEWARD



such principles (Wyma 1997; Otsuka 1998; Widerker 2000).3 For the pur-
poses of this paper, I do not wish to take a stand on the question
whether these philosophers are right that there are alternative fairness-
based principles which stand up to Frankfurt-style examples better than
(PAP), but if there are, it is not clear that it matters terribly if (PAP) itself
has been found wanting. Indeed, I do not want here to take a view at
all on whether we should endorse any principle concerning fairness
and alternative possibilities; in fact, I am quite sympathetic to the idea
that so far as the fairness of such things as blame and punishment is con-
cerned, Frankfurt is quite right that alternative possibilities are not rel-
evant at all.4 But I shall not pursue that argument here – it has been
pursued very effectively by a number of others.5 Rather, what I shall be
focused on instead is the fact that there is a second important question
to ask about any fairness-based principle connecting moral responsibility
with alternative possibilities, which is whether, however one eventually
formulates it, such a principle is the only possible basis on which one
might try to justify the claim that alternative possibilities are necessary
for moral responsibility. And as I argued in Steward (2009), and will
now explain again here, the answer to this question is ‘no’.

The idea that only fairness intuitions could support the idea that
alternative possibilities are required for moral responsibility often rears
its head in the literature on Frankfurt cases in a rather oblique way, via
an objection to what are sometimes called ‘flicker’ strategies. According
to Fischer (1994, 134), who coined the term, flicker strategies tend to
arise from the observation that although Frankfurt cases ‘do not involve
alternative possibilities of the normal kind, they nevertheless involve
some alternative possibilities’. Flicker strategies are very diverse in charac-
ter, but to give a general idea of what they involve, let us consider a stan-
dard kind of Frankfurt case – one in which Jones is being monitored by
the powerful Black, who wants Jones to vote for Clinton in the U.S. elec-
tion.6 Should Jones show any sign of thinking about voting for Bush, Black

3For example, Wyma has argued for something he calls the ‘Principle of Possibly Passing the Buck’, which
states that ‘a person is morally responsible for something she has done, A, only if she has failed to do
something, B, such that doing B would have rendered her morally non-responsible for A’ (Wyma 1997,
59) and Otsuka for the Principle of Avoidable Blame’ which states that ‘one is blameworthy for per-
forming an act of a given type only if one could instead have behaved in a manner for which one
would have been entirely blameless’ (Otsuka 1998, 688). Widerker’s principle is the Principle of Alterna-
tive Expectations (PAE): ‘An agent S is morally blameworthy for doing A only if in the circumstances it
would be morally reasonable to expect S not to have done A’ (Widerker 2000, 192).

4Not relevant, that is, independently of the alternate possibilities involved in agency the need for which I
am about to defend.

5Notably by Fischer (1994); Fischer and Ravizza (1998); Sartorio (2016).
6This is based on a case described by Fischer (1994).
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will immediately intervene to trigger a neurological mechanism which
will ensure that Jones will decide to vote for Clinton instead7 – and more-
over will ensure also that the intention thus formed will persist until the
vote has been cast in the way Black wishes. What kind of thing might this
‘sign’ which triggers Black’s intervention be? One kind of imaginary case
that has been constructed introduces the supposition that Black is in pos-
session of the knowledge that Jones will reliably blush if he is about to
begin considering voting for Bush. On seeing the blush, which is not
under Jones’ voluntary control, Black would then intervene to ensure
that Jones decides to vote for Clinton instead. Jones’s blushing would
obviously trigger an alternative course of events from the one that took
place in the actual world – and thus might be argued to represent an
alternative possibility which was available to Jones in the Frankfurt scen-
ario. But Fischer insists that this is not an alternative possibility which is
relevant to the question whether Jones is morally responsible for
voting for Clinton (as he in fact eventually does, without the need for
intervention by Black). For, he insists, the alternative possibilities relevant
to moral responsibility must surely at least be such that it is in virtue of
their availability that the agent counts as morally responsible

I suggest that it is not enough for the flicker theorist to analyze the relevant
range of cases in such a way as to identify an alternative possibility. Although
that is surely a first step, it is not enough to establish the flicker of freedom
view, because what needs to be shown is that these alternative possibilities
play a certain role in the appropriate understanding of the cases. That is, it
needs to be shown that these alternative possibilities ground our attributions
of moral responsibility. And this is what I find puzzling and implausible.
(Fischer 1994, 140)

What role is it, exactly, that Fischer thinks alternative possibilities must
play if they are to ‘ground’ our attributions of moral responsibility? The
idea which has come to figure large in the literature on Frankfurt cases
is that the relevant possibilities must be ‘robust’ in the sense that they
should be ones by means of freely taking which the agent could have
avoided moral responsibility for the actual course of action they took.
The thought is well expressed by Pereboom (2001, 1) who claims that
alternative possibilities matter because ‘if an agent is to be blameworthy
for an action, it seems crucial that she could have done something to
avoid being blameworthy – that she could have done something to get

7I ignore, for present purposes, the objection that in the case in which Black intervenes, we cannot
describe Jones as someone who has ‘decided’ or ‘chosen’ anything. I shall return to objections of
this kind which have been pressed by Alvarez (2009) later in the paper.
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herself off the hook’. Many others (e.g. Wyma 1997; Otsuka 1998; Widerker
2000) have made similar-sounding suggestions, in confirmatory approval
of Fischer’s insistence upon finding alternative possibilities available to
Frankfurtian agents which are sufficiently ‘robust’ to sustain moral
responsibility judgements. And the availability of possibilities which
could have ‘got one off the hook’ are presumably relevant because it is
plausibly unfair to blame agents who had no such possibilities available
as options.

To my mind, then, the popularity of the ‘robustness’ defence of
Frankfurt-style counterexamples against possible objections confirms
that many philosophers take the alternative possibilities requirement
to be one which has its basis in thoughts about the unfairness of
blaming agents for acts they could not have avoided undertaking.
But there is another possibility – we judge Jones responsible when
he votes for Clinton of his own free will in part because he satisfies
an alternative possibility requirement on responsibility which has
quite another source, a source based not on the requirements of fair-
ness, but on the requirements of agency. This demand is weaker, in
that it does not demand that Jones have been able freely to bring
about any alternative positive course of action (such as e.g. voting
for Bush). What it demands, rather, is merely that Jones’ voting for
Clinton have been a genuine action of his – which in turn requires
that Jones have been able not to perform it.

3. Agency-based intuitions about alternative possibilities

The idea that agency itself is deeply connected to the existence of a
certain kind of alternative possibility is both ancient and ubiquitous. Aris-
totle makes the following claim about ‘what depends on men themselves’

[…] what depends on men themselves forms a great portion of contingent
matters, and men themselves are the sources of such contingent results. So
that it is clear that all the acts of which man is the principle and controller
may either happen or not happen and that their happening or not happening
[…] depends on him. (Aristotle 1984, 1223a2–7)

This idea that all the acts of which human beings are the instigators and
controllers may either happen or not happen is, I would claim, a very
deeply-rooted thought that it is natural to have about any action. Individ-
ual (token) actions are, one might think, the sorts of things that need not
happen – their coming into existence seems dependent upon the
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exercise of a power or powers by the agent of the action which need not
be exercised by her.

Of course, there will be many compatibilists anxious to insist that to the
extent that this idea about the non-necessity of actions must be accepted,
only a version of it which is consistent with the truth of determinism need
be taken on board. Compatibilists, indeed, have offered their own ver-
sions of claims connecting ‘free’ action to alternative possibilities, which
are often conditional in form; Hobbes, for example, claims that ‘he is
free to do a thing that may do it if he have the will to do it, and may
forbear if he have the will to forbear’ Hobbes (1999, 16) and Hume
(1975, 95) that ‘by liberty we can only mean a power of acting or not
acting according to the determinations of the will; that is, if we choose
to rest, we may; if we choose to move, we also may’. In these conditiona-
lising formulations we see the classic compatibilist suggestion that liberty
may be consistent with – or even perhaps require – the determination of
action by such things as will, desire or choice. But what may require8 to be
determined by such things as will, desire and choice if we are to own our
actions is, I would suggest, merely the kinds of actions we perform. What
(perhaps) must be thus determined are the things which may be ration-
alised by will, desire or choice – and these are facts about types of act, not
tokens. It may be determined, for example, that I will go to Scotland rather
than the Isle of Wight for my holiday because I prefer to go there; or that I
will call a friend in need, because I want to help and this is currently my
very highest priority. But it does not follow from this that individual
actions likewise have to be deterministically produced by events and
states associated with such things as will, desire and choice. My going
to Scotland might be enacted by me in a vast variety of different ways,
some of which will themselves, perhaps also be rationalised by will,
desire and choice – but many of which will always remain entirely uncho-
sen and unwilled by the agent. It is therefore implausible that we may
denote an individual action free only if its occurrence is an event deter-
mined by the agent’s will, desire or choice. That very particular action
might not have occurred, for example, had the agent not moved her
hands on the steering wheel as she drove to Scotland in quite the
exact way that she did; or if she had set off ten minutes later than she

8For the purposes of this paper, I do not want to take a view on the question whether it is indeed the
case that liberty requires that what I do (in the sense of what kinds of things I do) must be determined
by such things as will, desire or choice. I only want to insist here that whether or not this is the case,
that is not the same as saying that the occurrence of the individual actions by means of which we effect
our will must similarly be determined.
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did; or if there had not been a dead deer in the road which necessitated a
lengthy diversion. That all these particulars must be determined by the
agent’s will, desire or choice if the action is to count as truly the agent’s
own is hugely implausible. So the compatibilist argument can show, at
best, only that an agent may be determined to perform an action of a
certain kind, quite consistently with that action’s genuinely being an
action. It cannot show that an agent As freely only if her actual A-ing is
a deterministically produced event. And so the compatibilist thought
that those like Hobbes and Hume wish to respect is, I would argue, con-
sistent with a view according to which the occurrence of individual
actions is not determined by such things as beliefs, desires, intentions,
willings, etc. – and indeed, consistent with a view according to which indi-
vidual actions are not deterministically produced existents at all.

It is one thing, though, to argue that some of the usual compatibilist
reasons for thinking that individual actions need to be deterministically
produced occurrences if they are to be free are unpersuasive, and quite
another to argue that individual actions are not in fact determined. It is
of course notoriously difficult to show of any given event whether or
not it could have failed to occur in the radical sense that even holding
fixed all the circumstances just prior to its occurrence, it might neverthe-
less not have happened. And many will doubtless think that certain
general and allegedly scientific views of the Universe imply that most
events, at any rate, are such that they are determined to happen by
some total set of prior events and circumstances (though it is customary
now to note that there might be certain exceptions to this rule, such as
the particle emissions by way of which the spontaneous decay of
radium material occurs). But for the purposes of this paper, I do not
need to show that individual actions are not in fact determined occur-
rences.9 I only need the premise that there is, at any rate, a strong incli-
nation to think of them as things which the agent need not have
executed and which are therefore such that it is dependent upon her
whether they are in fact executed or not. This is because I am not attempt-
ing to argue here either for indeterminism or for incompatibilism; I am
attempting rather to illustrate the possibility of appealing to a purported
alternative possibilities requirement on agency in order to make possible
a distinctive kind of response to Frankfurt-style cases. This response turns
on the claim that the reason we are happy to regard Jones as morally
responsible for his action is that it is evident that he was its agent; and

9Though I do try to argue for this more radical conclusion elsewhere – see Steward (2012).
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further, that for this to be so, Jones must have exercised a power to act
that he need not have exercised, so that alternative possibilities are
involved essentially in the agency-condition which underwrites his
responsibility. And all that is required for my purposes here is that I estab-
lish the prima facie appeal of this claim, not that I defend it to the death.
Indeed it is important to my purposes in this paper that in principle, we
allow the compatibilist the possibility of attempting to accommodate
this ‘need not have executed’ idea within a deterministic picture, much
as many traditional compatibilists have attempted to accommodate the
‘could have done otherwise’ intuition within such a view. Provided it
can be agreed that it is a tempting component of an untheoretically
adjusted idea of action that they are conceived of as occurrences such
that it is up to the agent at the moment of action whether or not they
occur, and hence that she need not have executed any of her actual indi-
vidual actions, this will suffice for the argument I would like to offer. It
does not matter to the argument whether or not one supposes, in
addition, that actions might indeed be such as to conform to this untheor-
etically adjusted picture.

How might one try to establish the plausibility of the idea that alterna-
tive possibilities are essential to agency itself? The idea will have to be
that even in order to see something as an (individual) action in the first
place, we need to think of it as something that need not have happened.
Actions must be executed by their agents and execution arguably implies
the simultaneously-possessed power of non-execution – otherwise, what
we have, it might be said, we do not have agential execution at all, but
merely the seamless arising from impersonal forces of an inevitable
event. Unless the agent executes the action in conditions in which she
need not have thus executed it, we might be inclined to insist, we find
it impossible to think of it as her doing at all – it is merely something
that happens in the world – a mere event and not the action of an agent.

It is however very difficult to say precisely what the alternative possi-
bility is that must be present here. It is not the possibility of freely choos-
ing to refrain from w-ing, since that might well be lacking in the Frankfurt
scenario – Black may well be able to prevent any active choice-event from
occurring. It is not the possibility of not w-ing, for any w (however nar-
rowly circumscribed), since one can always imagine circumstances in
which an agent is the subject of what Frankfurt has called a ‘volitional
necessity’ which dictates that it is completely inconceivable that the
agent retain his identity as an agent and yet not w, because the
reasons favouring w-ing are so powerful in his eyes (one need only

1176 H. STEWARD



imagine a threat hovering over the agent such that something the agent
wants at all cost to avoid will happen if he does not w (or does not w at this
precise time, in this precise way, etc.)). But it is also awkward and not quite
right to say that the relevant possibility is the possibility of not performing
the individual action one did in fact perform (though this is closer to the
truth). One problem is that the power in question seems as though it
should be something it is possible to assign to an agent in advance of
acting – and hence assignable at a moment in time at which the individ-
ual action which might later ensue does not even exist yet to be referred
to. A second issue is that putting things in this way can make it seem as
though the point turns essentially on one’s freedom to vary some minor
detail of the action (thus ensuring that a distinct action might instead have
been brought about) – which is not, of course, what crucially matters,
however plausible it may be that we do in fact always possess such
minor freedoms, even when we are constrained by a volitional necessity
to w. What crucially matters is the idea is that actions are created by the
exercise of agential powers which, in being agential, are essentially such
as to be powers whose exercise is always metaphysically optional, even if
the agent’s motivation dictates in advance that some action satisfying a
particular description will take place (because the agent will ensure by
the exercise of that very optional agential power that it will do so).

I have not found it easy to make the claim I want to make about the
kind of power I believe it is plausible to suppose we exercise when we
act, but it seems to me that the distinction between one-way and two-
way powers can be eludicated in such a way that it may facilitate
expression of the intuition at work here (though it might be that the
notion of two-way power thus elucidated is not in all respects attuned
to that developed within the Aristotelian tradition).10 Where an inanimate
substance exercises one of its powers in circumstances which make that
exercise possible, we tend to think that the exercise was not only possible,
but also necessary – that nothing else could have happened, given those
precise circumstances. When, for example, sodium chloride is added to
water and the water dissolves it, this is what we tend to think – that
the reaction had to happen. The power of water to dissolve sodium chlor-
ide is ‘one-way’, in the sense that only one thing could have arisen from its
exercise in those particular circumstances. But when an agent exercises
her power of agency in order to bring something about, we tend to

10Though I have argued elsewhere that seeds of the particular notion of two-way power I myself favour
are in fact present in Aristotle; see Steward (2020).
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think that she was free both to execute the action and also not to do so. In
this case, then, we have an inclination to suppose that possibility does not
imply necessity.11 Agential power is conceived of as ‘two-way’ in the
sense that we think of it as something that may or may not be exercised
in the circumstances which make its exercise possible. And so if agency is
indeed a two-way power, a certain kind of alternative possibility must be
available to the agent of any action at the time of its occurrence – the
possibility of not undertaking the exercise of agential power which con-
stituted the particular action which in fact occurred. Unless this possibility
exists, one might argue, the ‘action’ cannot really have been an action at
all.

Even if Frankfurt were right, therefore, that Jones could not have done
otherwise than vote for Clinton in the situation he imagines, it might still
be true that the moral responsibility we feel inclined to accord Jones
depends on our inclination to think that Jones was the agent of his
actual voting action – and that our inclination to think that Jones was
the agent of his voting action depends in turn on the idea that Jones
need not have exerted the agential power he in fact exerted when he
actually voted. This strategy of course requires it to be the case that the
alternative possible world in which Black intervenes is an alternative
world in which Jones did not exert his agential power – but surely that
is very plausible. One way of arguing the case would be via the suggestion
that the action Black produces by means of neurological fiddling is a
different token action from the one that actually occurs when Jones
votes – but really, it is more in line with the strategy I am suggesting to
insist that no action of Jones’s occurs at all in the case in which Black inter-
venes, since Jones could not, by hypothesis, have refrained from execut-
ing the ‘action’ Black produces.12 Therefore, on the view being discussed,
it is not an action at all –merely an event in which Jones’s brain and body
are made to participate by Black’s neurological interventions. Black, and
not Jones, is the agential source of what happens.

If the line of thought we have been following is at all plausible, then,
the possibility arises that there may be a crucial kind of alternative

11In my experience, many compatibilist philosophers are inclined to deny not only that this intuition
could correspond to reality but also that they have the intuition at all. However, there is in fact
quite a lot of empirical evidence that the idea may be part of folk psychological thinking. See
Nichols (2004) as well the range of suggestive work in developmental psychology about the special-
isation inherent in our cognitive processing of animal motion (Gelman 1990; Premack 1990; Leslie
1994; Gelman, Durgin, and Kaufman 1995; Spelke, Phillips, and Woodward 1995).

12Cf Alvarez (2009, Abstract): ‘Frankfurt-style cases all require a counterfactual mechanism that could
cause an agent to perform an action that he cannot avoid performing. I argue that, given our
concept of what it is for someone to act, this requirement is inconsistent’.
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possibility which we might take to be required for moral responsibility
because, and only because we take it to be required for agency. The
kind of alternative possibility in question is not the power to choose
freely another course of action, which is the only kind of power Fischer
considers sufficiently ‘robust’ to underwrite a principle like PAP. Rather,
it is just the power not to have executed the action one did in fact
execute – which is a requirement, on this view, of being the agent of
that action in the first place, rather than merely a place within which
and in the vicinity of which certain events occur and give rise with inevit-
ability to other events. And Frankfurt’s counterexamples do not seem to
be convincing, construed as counterexamples to a principle of alternative
possibilities whose justification lies in the requirements of agency rather
than of fairness. Jones could have not undertaken the particular exercise
of agential power he did in fact undertake (though had he not done so, of
course, Black would then have intervened to ensure that Jones brain and
body went through the motions of ‘deciding’ to vote and then ‘voting’ for
Clinton). But these things would not have been Jones’ actions. And this,
one might argue, is the reason we feel happy to regard him as morally
responsible for it, despite the fact that he could not freely have chosen
to do something (positive) entirely different instead.

4. Timpe on ‘narrow’ and ‘wide’ source incompatibilism

A point somewhat like the one I have just developed is made by Kevin
Timpe (2007), in connection with a distinction Timpe develops in that
paper between what he calls ‘narrow’ and ‘wide’ Source Incompatibilism.
The Narrow Source Incompatibilist thinks that ‘an agent’s being morally
responsible for some action A is a matter of the agent’s being the
proper source of A, and that being the proper kind of source doesn’t
require alternative possibilities at all’ (Timpe 2007, 148).13 The Wide
Source Incompatibilist, on the other hand, believes that although ulti-
macy or origination is the most fundamental condition of moral respon-
sibility, alternative possibilities are also required. And one particular
variety of Wide Source Incompatibilism involves the idea that ‘the most
plausible understanding of the ultimacy condition will involve alternative
possibilities of some sort’ (Timpe 2007, 148). Source incompatibilism and
leeway incompatibilism therefore need not be mutually exclusive alterna-
tives, according to Timpe. The source incompatibilist may in fact think

13Timpe cites Stump (2003), Zagzebski (2000) and Hunt (2000) as philosophers who take this view.
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that leeway incompatibilism follows from her view – and that it does so
precisely because the existence of certain alternative possibilities is essen-
tial to the agent’s being the source of an action in the way necessary for
the action to count as an action in the first place.

Timpe argues in his paper that theWide Source Incompatibilist’s position
that the existence of alternative possibilities is a necessary condition for
sourcehood is a plausible one. But why is it plausible? On Timpe’s view, it
is because alternative possibilities are a necessary precondition for self-
determination ‘insofar as they mean that the action in question is not cau-
sally determined’ (Timpe 2007, 149). Timpe here takes from the outset the
avowedly incompatibilist view that the presence of any alternative possibi-
lities is a sufficient condition for the falsity of causal determinism, and hence
that the need for alternative possibilities follows from theneed for the agent
to be a true source of what happens in action, because sourcehood requires
the falsity of causal determinism. But this defence of the alternative possi-
bility requirement already presupposes that alternative possibilities are
inconsistent with causal determinism. There is no true derivation here of
an incompatibilism based on the idea of leeway from the sourcehood
requirement in Timpe’s account – for the incompatibility of alternative pos-
sibilities with causal determinism is already presupposed in order to secure
the result that source incompatibilism indeed requires alternative possibili-
ties. The alternative possibilities are only required, it turns out, because their
existence is implied by the falsity of causal determinism – which is itself
required by the sourcehood condition, according to Timpe’s source incom-
patibilist. What we do not get via Timpe’s route between source incompa-
tibilism and leeway incompatibilism is any premise concerning alternative
possibilities which might serve to play a role in any kind of Common Prop-
erty Argument – an argument with a first premise of the sort that might be
the common property of compatibilist and incompatibilist alike – and
whose justification does not already presuppose the inconsistency of
alternative possibilities with causal determinism.

My suggestion is that it would be better to think about the relation
between source incompatibilism and leeway incompatibilism in a rather
different way from Timpe. My alternative proposal is that the source
requirement does indeed imply the need for alternative possibilities,
but that that is because being the source of some action requires one,
at the very least, to be its agent14 – and being the agent of some

14It might also of course require more, depending on one’s precise version of source incompatibilism –
but I need here only the premise that sourcehood requires agency at the very least.
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action in turn may be thought to imply that one need not have executed
it. Nothing is assumed, in this defence of the need for agential alternative
possibilities, about causal determinism – it remains possible, for all that
has so far been said, that accommodation of the idea that individual
actions are always such that the agent need not have executed them
within a deterministic picture might be attainable (just as many compati-
bilists have always thought that one can accommodate the idea that the
agent ‘could have done otherwise’ within a deterministic picture). And so
it remains possible that alternative possibilities might figure in an
‘common property argument’ of the sort described at the beginning of
this paper – that their necessity to the existence of agency might be
agreed upon before the compatibilist vs. incompatibilist arguments
even start. This was always the hope of the proponent of the traditional
Principle of Alternative Possibilities – that the compatibilist might be
brought on board with the premise in some sense, and might then be
invited to show how the principle could indeed be interpreted in such
a way as to be compatible with causal determinism. In my view, it
would be dialectically advantageous for any proponent of a leeway con-
dition on agency to attempt to justify the principle without reliance on
the idea that the provision of leeway in one’s metaphysics is of course
going to rule out causal determinism. Timpe is right that sourcehood
and leeway are connected, but it is important to say why that might be
in a way that does not already beg too many questions against compati-
bilism – even if one is oneself an incompatibilist.

5. Conclusion

Where does this leave us with respect to Frankfurt? I believe that Frankfurt
did indeed show that the Principle of Alternative Possibilities was false. He
did not, however, show that alternative possibilities were not required for
moral responsibility, because he did not show that they were not required
for agency (nor that agency is not required for moral responsibility)15 –
and this possibility makes it tempting to suppose that an alternative
version of the Principle of Alternative Possibilities might be constructable,
one to which Frankfurt’s Jones, and agents in similar predicaments, do not
constitute any kind of counterexample. Jones can be construed as being
in possession of the only alternative possibility he really needs – that

15It would take more argument than there is room to provide here to secure the premise that moral
responsibility requires agency, but it strikes me as highly plausible.
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implicit in his possession of the two-way power of agency, which implies
that he had, at the time of action, the capacity not to execute the individ-
ual action he in fact executed.

How might this alternative principle be formulated? Unfortunately, it is
not at all easy to construct a principle that avoids the ugly and in my view
philosophically unsatisfactory need for talk of ‘execution’ or ‘performance’
of actions – philosophically unsatisfactory because of course we do not
bear anything like the same relation to our actions as we do to the
range of things we normally say we ‘execute’ (plans, strategies) and
‘perform’ (plays, musical works, roles); and because talk of ‘performance’
or ‘execution’ of actions invites the awkward question whether the per-
formance or execution of an action is itself a further action. It is not
easy because one needs somehow to achieve, within the formulation of
whatever principle one adopts, a focus on the individual action which
in fact took place – indeed, a focus upon what philosophers have come
to call ‘the actual sequence’ – but it is not obvious how to do this
without introducing a term for a relation between agent and action. In
previous work (Steward 2009), I suggested that the relevant principle
might be this:

PPN (Principle of Possible Non-Performance): A person is morally responsible for
a particular action only if he could have refrained from performing it.

But I have never been very happy with this formulation, which speaks pro-
blematically of the ‘performance’ of individual actions and reifies those
actions in a way that is undesirable. It would be better if it were possible
somehow to achieve the wanted focus on the actual sequence without
the need to single out the particular action it contains.

How might this be done? As mooted above, I suspect the key to the
wanted formulation may lie in the idea of the exercise of a two-way
power. That the actual sequence is indeed what matters is I think in
some ways a correct conclusion from reflection on Frankfurt cases. But
in my view, the right way to think about the actual sequence in a case
in which it involves agency is as something whose correct characteris-
ation itself involves modality – in that an actual sequence which constitu-
tes the action of an agent needs to involve the exercise of a power which
is genuinely two-way – and hence implies alternative possibilities. Of
course, the alternative possibilities themselves are, precisely, alternative
– so they cannot themselves be part of any actual sequence description
of what goes on. But they can be implied by an actual sequence
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description of what goes on, if any action must be the exercise of a two-
way power. We might, then, say this

PTWP (Principle of Two-Way Powers): A person is morally responsible for what
she has done only if in doing it, she exercised a two-way power.

The notion of an exercise of a two-way power might thus hold out the
promise of being able to accommodate the idea that what matters is
the actual sequence, while simultaneously making available the idea
that what happens in the actual sequence depends upon what kinds of
powers are exercised there, and hence introduces modality into the
essential characterisation of what is nevertheless actual.
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