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Recently there has been a heightened interest in the free will debate

about the soundness of the incompatibilist’s Manipulation Argument.

The argument has a respectable history. Impressive contemporary ver-

sions of it can be found in Robert Kane’s work (1996), as well as Rich-

ard Taylor’s (1974). The most recent is Derk Pereboom’s provocative

version (2001, pp.110-17). In what follows, I will argue that Pereboom’s

argument is not adequate to unseat the compatibilist. My reply will dif-

fer from other recent attempts in that I will adopt (as explained below)

a hard-line reply. Others adopt a soft-line reply (e.g., Fischer, 2004).

I believe a soft-line reply to Pereboom is ultimately ineffective.

1. The Incompatibilists’ Manipulation Argument & Two Compatibilist
Replies

The Manipulation Argument (MA) is actually a template for a kind of

argument, since any instance of it depends upon the particular case

from which it builds. The argument form generates instances by imag-

ining a case in which an agent is covertly manipulated in some manner

(manner X) into satisfying all of the conditions sufficient for the Com-

patibilist-friendly Agential Structure (CAS). CAS is meant by compa-

tibilists to exhaust the freedom relevant condition for moral

responsibility. Once CAS is satisfied, the agent acts from this structure,

allegedly satisfying all that a compatibilist would require for free will.

1 I would like to thank John Fischer, Ish Haji, Al Mele, Stephen Schwartz, and an

anonymous referee for Philosophy and Phenomenological Research for helpful com-

ments on this paper. I am especially indebted to Derk Pereboom for his extensive

and thoughtful suggestions on earlier drafts.
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Working with one concrete example or another, the incompatibilists

proceed to argue as follows:

1. If S is manipulated in manner X to A, then S does not A of her

own free will and is therefore not morally responsible for A’ing.

2. An agent manipulated in manner X to A is no different in any

relevant respect from any normally functioning agent determined

to do A from CAS.

3. Therefore, if S is a normally functioning agent determined to A

from CAS, she does not A of her own free will and therefore is

not morally responsible for A’ing.

If some instance of the argument is sound, then CAS is not sufficient

to account for the freedom pertaining to moral responsibility.

There is no one-size-fits-all compatibilist reply to MA since which

premise a compatibilist should reject depends upon the example(s) in

question. If the incompatibilist is not careful about the case, then the

compatibilist can reject premise 2. But if the incompatibilist gets man-

ner X to fit all that a compatibilist could want from CAS, then the

compatibilist must reject premise 1. I call a compatibilist reply that

rejects premise 1 a hard-line reply, and one that rejects premise 2 a soft-

line reply.2

When faced with carefully crafted instances of MA, many thoughtful

compatibilists have tended toward the soft-line reply, denying whenever

possible that the incompatibilist has truly captured CAS. In my estima-

tion, this is the wrong compatibilist tendency. It leaves open an easy in-

compatibilist rebuttal via a slight revision to the example so that

manner X gets right all that is required for CAS. For instance, many

compatibilists have developed historical constraints upon free will or

moral responsibility, and they have argued that in various instances of

MA, the agent manipulated in manner X is not free or responsible

since the manipulation ‘‘cuts off’’ the agent’s having a proper history,

one that is a freedom or responsibility-conferring history (Fischer and

Ravizza., 1998; Haji, 1998; and Mele, 1995). Hence, they deny premise

2. But a crafty incompatibilist can simply alter her manipulation case

2 The terms hard-line and soft-line are loosely based upon Robert Kane’s distinction

between hard and soft compatibilism (1996, pp.67-8). According to Kane, hard

compatibilists take the ‘‘hard’’ path, arguing against intuition that (suitably) glob-

ally manipulated agents are free and responsible. Soft compatibilists, by contrast,

take the ‘‘soft’’ path by respecting the intuition that globally manipulated agents are

not free and responsible, and instead seeking some relevant difference between these

agents and those who are merely causally determined.
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so that manner X includes satisfaction of the historical condition fea-

tured by the compatibilist (e.g., Pereboom, 2001, p.121; and 2005).

2. Advice for Compatibilists: Keep your Friends Close but your
Enemies Closer

Given that it is a formal condition of compatibilism that CAS could

arise from a determined world, I can see no way to foreclose the meta-

physical possibility that the causes figuring in the creation of a deter-

mined morally responsible agent could not be artificially fabricated

(McKenna, 2004, pp. 216-7).3 If so, a soft-line reply to a well-crafted

version of MA can only temporarily forestall the inevitable. Let the

compatibilist adopt the soft-line by resisting case after case, showing

how in each it falls short of CAS. The troubling point for the compa-

tibilist inclined to avoid the hard-line reply is that some credible manip-

ulation case could be fashioned.

My advice to the compatibilist comes straight from the Godfather:

Keep your friends close but your enemies closer. When the incompatib-

ilist makes a good run at an example but falls just shy of hitting CAS,

rather than reply to that instance of MA by denying premise 2, the

compatibilist should help out her opponent, show what is wrong with

the example, and then offer proper amendments to it. Denying premise

1, the compatibilist should welcome the case as one in which the agent

is free and responsible. Thus, she should not hide the similarities

between the determined and the (properly) manipulated agent. Instead,

she should highlight them, arguing that, when the agent is truly manip-

ulated into getting everything that is required by CAS, the intuitive pre-

sumption that the agent is not free or morally responsible falters, and

with it, the credibility of premise 1 (McKenna, 2004).

I propose a four-step reply to any instance of MA. Step One: Reject

all non-starters. Consider the example. See if it is in the running for

CAS. If not, the jig is up. Reject premise 2 and be done. Step Two:

Help make the manipulation cases better. If the example gets past step

one, if it comes close to getting CAS right but falls shy, amend the

example. Help out your ‘‘good friend’’ the incompatibilist so that the

example does get CAS right. This calls into relief that manipulation

can be ‘‘just like’’ determinism. Step Three: Fix attention on salient

agential and moral properties. Illustrate how the agent manipulated in

manner X to satisfy CAS lives up to a rich sort of agency and genu-

inely satisfies certain moral properties (for example, does moral wrong).

3 This is a theme in Frankfurt’s treatment of the manipulation argument (1975, and

2002). It is also developed carefully in Mele’s forthcoming Free Will and Luck

(2006).
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Step four: Make clear that ‘‘manipulation’’ is not all that uncommon.

Lessen the intuitive uneasiness of the claim that an agent manipulated

in manner X is free and responsible by calling attention to mundane

causal factors that have a similar result, but are not thought to be free-

dom or responsibility undermining.

Now to Pereboom’s argument and my hard-line reply.

3. Pereboom’s Four-Case Argument

Pereboom’s argument employs more than the force of a manipulation

case and the premises for MA. It also employs a strategy that allows

one to generalize from one case to another. Pereboom moves from a

first manipulation case, one that is very unlike the normal causal pro-

cess that would produce a normal agent in a deterministic world,

through a series of two more manipulation cases that come closer to

the normal causal process. This strategy helps Pereboom argue for pre-

mise 2 of MA. Generalizing from bizarre cases to those coming closer

to a normally determined agent does suggest that (in suitably selected

cases) there are no relevant differences between a manipulated agent

and a determined one. This is a thoughtful tactic, and it introduces a

genuine advance in the incompatibilists’ defense of MA.

Pereboom’s generalization strategy is meant to work by establishing

the desired incompatibilist intuitive reaction to the first case. Then,

when introducing the second, one that comes closer to a normally

determined agent, Pereboom argues that there just is no relevant differ-

ence between them, so that the intuitive reaction to the first should

generalize to the second. He then introduces a third case that comes

yet closer to the case of a normally determined agent. After making the

same generalization point as to the relation between the second and

third cases, he then introduces a fourth case, which just is the case of a

determined agent. A final application of the generalization strategy

yields the desired incompatibilist conclusion.

Here are Pereboom’s cases, along with the generalizations he applies

to the relations between them:

Case 1 [which leads to Professor Plum’s killing of Ms. White]. Profes-

sor Plum was created by neuroscientists, who can manipulate him
directly through the use of radio-like technology, but he is as much
like an ordinary human being as is possible, given his history. Suppose
these neuroscientists ‘‘locally’’ manipulate him to undertake the pro-

cess of reasoning by which his desires are brought about and modi-
fied—directly producing his every state form moment to moment. The
neuroscientists manipulate him by, among other things, pushing a ser-

ies of buttons just before he begins to reason about his situation,
thereby causing his reasoning process to be rationally egoistic. Plum is
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not constrained to act in the sense that he does not act because of an
irresistible desire—the neuroscientists do not provide him with an irre-
sistible desire—and he does not think and act contrary to character
since he is often manipulated to be rationally egoistic. His effective

first-order desire to kill Ms. White conforms to his second-order
desires. Plum’s reasoning process exemplifies the various components
of moderate reasons-responsiveness. He is receptive to the relevant

patterns of reasons, and his reasoning process would have resulted in
different choices in some situations in which the egoistic reasons were
otherwise. At the same time, he is not exclusively rationally egoistic

since he will typically regulate his behavior by moral reasons when the
egoistic reasons are relatively weak—weaker than they are in the cur-
rent situation. ([my braces] 2001, pp.112-3)

As Pereboom describes the case of Professor Plum killing Ms. White,

the neuroscientists cause Plum to satisfy an exceedingly robust account

of CAS. In fact, what Plum satisfies is a conjunction of the require-

ments of Ayer (1954), Frankfurt (1971), Fischer and Ravizza. (1998),

and Wallace (1994).

Pereboom considers the objection that Plum is locally manipulated

from moment to moment, and so he introduces another case, Case 2,

that lacks this feature. Pereboom is not making the concession that,

perhaps moment to moment manipulation should be regarded by the

compatibilist as objectionable. He means to introduce a case that lacks

this feature and then use it to point out that there is no relevant differ-

ence between the second case and the first, so that the compatibilist

would not be warranted in complaining about moment to moment

manipulation (2001, p.113). Here is Case 2:

Case 2. Plum is like an ordinary human being, except that he was cre-
ated by neuroscientists who, although they cannot control him
directly, have programmed him to weigh reasons for action so that he

is often but not exclusively egoistic, with the result that in the circum-
stances in which he now finds himself, he is causally determined to
undertake the.. process… that results in his killing Ms. White. (2001,

pp.113-4)

Of course, Pereboom describes this case so that Plum satisfies the same

account of CAS as is satisfied in Case 1. But there is a time lag

between the manipulated causes and the resulting action. Hence, the

moment to moment manipulation is withdrawn, but Pereboom argues,

this looks to be an irrelevant difference. Generalizing from Case 1,

Pereboom concludes that Plum is not morally responsible in Case 2 as

well.

In a further case, Pereboom eliminates the bizarre causes of neuro-

scientists and replaces them with familiar causes:
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Case 3. Plum is an ordinary human being, except that he was deter-
mined by the rigorous training practices of his home and community
so that he is often but not exclusively rationally egoistic (exactly as
egoistic as in Cases 1 and 2). His training took place at too early an

age for him to have had the ability to prevent or alter the practices
that determined his character. In his current circumstances, Plum is
thereby caused to undertake the… process… that results in his killing

Ms. White. (2001, p.114)

Again, Pereboom describes this case so that Plum satisfies CAS. Here,

we have a reasonable case that is like cases that do obtain in the actual

world (if it is determined ‘‘enough’’). Still, these sorts of mundane cau-

sal inputs are just less weird causes that generate the very same results

as the ones employed in Case 2. This difference should be irrelevant.

So, generalizing from Case 2, Pereboom concludes that we should hold

that Plum is not morally responsible in Case 3.

Here is the final case. Pereboom’s goal is to get a case in which the

agent is a duplicate of the agents featured in Cases 1 through 3:

Case 4. Physicalist determinism is true, and Plum is an ordinary
human being, generated and raised under normal circumstances, who

is often but not exclusively rationally egoistic (exactly as egoistic as in
Cases 1-3). Plum’s killing of Ms. White comes about as a result of his
undertaking the… [relevant] process. ([my braces], 2001, p.115)

As in the previous three cases, Pereboom maintains that CAS is satis-

fied. But now, Case 4 differs from Case 3 merely in the fact that deter-

ministic causes universally apply. In Case 3, they are just restricted to

the special circumstances resulting in Plum’s action and are realized

through one particular process (parental and communal upbringing).

This difference should be irrelevant, Pereboom reasons. So, generalizing

from Case3, Pereboom concludes that we should hold that Plum is not

morally responsible in Case 4. Ergo, determinism is incompatible with

moral responsibility.

4. Pereboom’s Spinozistic Response to a Hard-line Reply

Pereboom responded to an earlier formulation of my hard-line reply

(McKenna, 2004; and Pereboom, 2005). By emphasizing the similarities

between a manipulation case (my step two), and then highlighting the

relevant agential and moral properties of the manipulated agent (my

step three), I argued that the compatibilist should let the intuitive chips

fall where they may. My assessment was and is that the incompatibilist

would not be able to claim victory. The salience of the weird determin-

ing causes in cases like Case 1 would begin to fade in terms of
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significance (2004, p.217). I also recommended using Pereboom’s gener-

alization strategy against him by moving backwards through Cases 4

through 1.4 This helps bring into relief the relevant agential and moral

properties pertinent to freedom and responsibility.

Pereboom’s reply to me is that we draw equal attention to both the

hidden deterministic causes (emphasized by his proposal of thinking first

about Case 1 and moving to Case 4), and the relevant agential and moral

properties (emphasized by my proposal of thinking first about Case 4

and moving to Case 1). He maintains that intuition would speak in his

favor (Pereboom, 2005). He finds an especially powerful basis for this

conclusion in the Spinozistic suggestion that it is only the ignorance of

the hidden causes of our conduct that allows us to retain the ‘‘myth’’ of

freedom and responsibility (Pereboom, 2005). Were these hidden causes

revealed to us, these assumptions about our agency would evaporate.

In my estimation, Pereboom is wrong to place so much faith in this

Spinozistic intuition. I counter Pereboom by maintaining that an open

inventory of both hidden causes and relevant agential properties will

end in a dialectical stalemate. It will allow some to lean naturally in

the direction of incompatibilist conclusions (especially those already

inclined towards incompatibilism); it will allow others to lean naturally

in the direction of compatibilist resistance (especially those already

inclined towards compatibilism). But if so, if this difference between

Pereboom and me plays out in a dialectical stalemate, this amounts to

a victory for the compatibilist, since it is the incompatibilist who is pre-

senting an argument. It is the incompatibilist’s burden to make the case

stronger than one that closes indecisively.

Well then, who is correct? Will careful attention to both hidden

causes and relevant agential properties yield the intuition that Plum is

not morally responsible in any of Pereboom’s cases? In opposition to

my contention, this is Pereboom’s. I shall proceed by applying my com-

patibilist proposal for a hard-line reply.

5. Step One: Reject all Non-Starters

Do all of Pereboom’s cases pass the limited test; are they all in the

running for achieving CAS? In my estimation, yes. Pereboom took care

to load each iteration of Plum with a rich version of CAS. But there is

one case to which some have reacted as if it is a non-starter, Case 1.

For instance, about Case 1 Mele remarks that ‘‘It is obvious that an

agent who is out of the control loop in the way Plum is is not morally

responsible for the fruits of ‘his reasoning’’’ 2005, p.78). And Fischer,

4 In ‘‘Determinism al dente’’ Pereboom (1995, n.12), recognizes the possibility of this

sort of reply to his argument, though he does not explore it.
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though prepared to move past the worry, considers whether in Case 1

there is any opportunity for a self to develop at all, given that Plum

was manipulated from birth (Fischer, 2004, p.156).

Pereboom’s Case 1 is under-described, and Fischer and Mele are

correct to raise questions about it. There is a natural reading of it that

makes their responses perfectly fitting. On this reading, when Plum is

manipulated to undergo a process of reasoning by, as Pereboom writes,

‘‘producing his every state from moment to moment’’ there is a natural

way to interpret the production of Plum’s states so that Plum is, so to

speak, simply disjointed from reality and his own reasoning. When the

scientists produce these states in Plum, are they linked through some

non-trivial relation to aspects of, for instance, Plum’s physical environ-

ment? Do the manipulations ‘‘short-circuit’’ the causally integrated

connections between internal states of the agent, like his beliefs about

how effective his conduct was on some other occasion, and his deliber-

ations about the current deliberative options before him? If so, he just

is a marionette or a puppet manipulated to behave with the outward

signs of a person who has a coherent self and a coherent internal men-

tal life. Understanding Plum this way, Mele is surely correct to claim

that Plum is out of the control loop, and he is surely correct to cast

suspicion on whether Plum has any reasoning of his own at all. Fischer

is also correct to wonder whether there is any self here at all. Plum, it

seems, might be more like an embodied cartoon character ‘‘drawn’’

from moment to moment to replicate the authentic life of a real

person.

There is, however, a different way to read Pereboom’s Case 1. It

involves a more generous imagining of the neuroscientists’ moment to

moment manipulation.5 This team of neuroscientists, let us call them

Team Plum, has a host of restrictions as to what they can do and what

they can control about Plum, restrictions driven by the demands of

authentic agency. Plum, for instance, must have an internally coherent

and properly causally integrated mental life. His memories about past

considerations must be able to inform and causally influence his

current deliberations. And he must be causally linked to the external

world in the proper way. If a bus is careening along out of control

ready to hop up on the sidewalk and crush him, he is able to respond

to those facts and leap from danger, and so on. Team Plum could be

working from an elaborate control center orchestrating the various

causal inputs that are involved in Plum’s interactions with his world.

On this model, while Team Plum is able to steer Plum in certain

directions (like to kill Ms. White), often times, Team Plum is

5 I am indebted to Kristen Mickelson for helping me to see this point.
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functioning merely as a sort of extra causal link in a chain. Team Plum

functions like a prosthetic, allowing Plum to deal with his world like

any other agent. So, let us suppose that Team Plum does not operate

by taking Plum, as Mele puts it, ‘‘out of the control loop.’’ Let us

instead assume that Team Plum operates by providing a very weird

causal prosthetic, a causal foundation for the constitution of Plum’s

control (i.e., a foundation different from the foundation provided

by typical neural realizers found in normal agents). Reading Case 1 as

run by the sophisticated Team Plum should make clear that it is not a

non-starter. Minimally, it is in the running for satisfying CAS.6

6. Step Two: Help make the Manipulation Cases Better

How the compatibilist should improve on any of Pereboom’s cases will

depend upon her particular account of CAS. As mentioned above,

many compatibilists insist upon an historical requirement. So let us

suppose that a morally responsible agent must go through a process of

critical evaluation during formative years whereby she comes to take

on various values and principles that subsequently become central, un-

sheddable features of her character. Any manipulation case that ‘‘cuts

off’’ that process will fail to satisfy CAS.7

Is there any bar to adding to Case 1 an historical condition? It

might be thought that Case 1 is off the table. The manipulators

involved in moment to moment manipulation would preclude Plum’s

going through a process of critical evaluation. But this is not so. All

that is required for Case 1 to work is that the moment to moment

manipulation carry the agent through the desired historical process.

Case 2, or a case like it, however, has come in for some scrutiny as

regards historical demands. In discussing a manipulation case

developed by Kane (1996), Berofsky has asked how an agent who is

6 An anonymous referee has rightly pointed out that this reading of Case 1 might

push the case too far in the direction of one involving clearly responsible agency, so

much so that it could not even be thought to be offered in the service of Pereboom’s

argument. For the case to be one in which Plum’s moment to moment manipulation

is more subversive, one that instigates the thought that Plum is not free and respon-

sible, it cannot be that the manipulation primarily does duty as a causal prosthetic.

Indeed, this is a worry. But note, as the referee points out, the only alternative is

for Pereboom to add more than ‘‘causal prosthetic’’ manipulation. If he does, then

he will fall prey to Fischer’s and Mele’s criticisms. For this reason, I shall proceed

under the assumption that Pereboom wants a case more along the lines of the one

that I have set out, and not one that, as Fischer or Mele object, takes Plum out of

the control loop or calls into question his status as an agent.
7 This historical condition does not exactly track any of the proposals recently

offered, but for present purposes, it is close enough to serve as a stand-in for the

more carefully crafted versions in the running.
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controlled from a temporal distance can be manipulated so that at a

time in her life far later than the manipulating influences, she performs

some particular act, like killing Ms. White (Berofsky, 2005). Would not

the manipulation have to insulate the agent from developing as a nor-

mal agent, one capable of adjusting over many years to differing values

and principles? This sort of agent would, it seems, need to have values

installed in her and then shielded in such a way that she would be cog-

nitively stunted throughout the course of her life. Hence, she would fail

to satisfy the historical requirement for CAS. Mele objects that in

Case2, Plum was cut off from critically evaluating his own values from

whence he acts (Mele, 2005).

In addressing the concern raised by Berofsky and Mele, let us help

Pereboom along. So imagine that the egoistic values that Plum came to

acquire were the upshot of years of studying various ethical texts and

an eventual considered fondness for the writings of Hobbes. Further-

more, these values were tested against others over the course of many

years and various experiences led him to give up his ‘‘experiments’’

with others and eventually come to the egoistic values that informed

his decision to kill Ms. White. In Case 2, the manipulators manipulat-

ing from a temporal distance will have a tough time pulling this off,

but this is how they have to hit their mark.

These amendments to Case 2 require like amendments to Case 3.

The parental and communal upbringing cannot have brainwashed

Plum so that he rigidly accepted from the start the egoistic values and

was incapable of critically evaluating them. Rather, in this world, the

introduction of the causal influences involving egoistic values that were

a part of Plum’s early upbringing gave him his start as a valuer, but he

then was able to go through just the sort of process that is described in

Case 2. Of course, Pereboom will have to grant that the deterministic

world in Case 4 could have unfolded with just the same sort of history,

and so on.

Let us add more to the features of Plum in Cases 1 through 4. In all

of them Plum is morally ‘‘articulate’’ in ways consistent with a broadly

Strawsonian conception of responsible agency (1962). He appreciates

the moral salience of his own actions as bearers of moral meaning, as

candidates to be addressed in terms of the quality of will as reflected in

his actions; he is capable of moral address in that he fully appreciates

the demands of the moral community, their preparedness to hold him

accountable; and he is capable of addressing them, seeking forgiveness,

or offering justifications; and so on. Furthermore, he is capable of guilt

or remorse. He is psychically capable of feeling terrible about his kill-

ing of Ms. White, or instead, in taking pride in his callousness. If it is

Team Plum who is arranging all of these things, or if it is Plum’s
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parents’ or community, whatever it is, Plum is caused to be an exqui-

sitely ‘‘real’’ person.

At this point, we have certainly helped Pereboom along with his

cases. They have been developed in various ways, ways to which

surely he cannot object. Why? They are supposed to be compatible

with actual persons and also with a determined world. There seems

to be no bar to the mere possibility of such manipulation cases, and

if there is such a bar, that would only spell doom for Pereboom’s

argument. He wants it to be that any determined case giving rise to

an allegedly morally responsible agent can arise through deviant,

manipulated causes.

7. Step Three: Fix Attention on Salient Agential and Moral Properties

To drive home the salient agential and moral properties giving rise

to Plum in Cases 1 through 4, let us make use of Pereboom’s tool of

generalization, and let us add to his collection of cases. We will,

however, work in the opposite direction, from Case 4 to Case 1.

Though in adding a few cases, we’ll need a few new labels. So begin

with Pereboom’s Case 4, and call it instead Case 6, the case of Plum

simply acting at a determined world. Grant all of the amendments set

out in the previous section, ones that reveal Plum to satisfy a very rich

picture of compatibilist free agency, one with a proper history, and in

which Plum is ‘‘morally articulate’’ in Strawsonian fashion. Note also

the important moral fact that Plum does kill Ms. White for egoistic

reasons. The case can be fleshed out as elaborately as any murder one

might come across in the newspaper. Fixing attention on all of these

features of Case 6, we shall now ‘‘carry’’ them in their entirety over to

the other cases. Since Pereboom’s claim is that every detail of an

agent’s conduct at a determined world can be artificially fabricated,

there should be no bar to doing this.

So, move to Case 5, a case not in Pereboom’s spectrum of cases. In

Case 5, causal determinism is replaced by God, who foreknows each of

Plum’s acts and his entire life history. God brings about the entire state

of the world at every moment. God does this by ‘‘setting the entire

world in motion’’ in certain ways. Everything else unfolds instead just

as it would in Case 6.

Now add one more case not in Pereboom’s spectrum, my Case 4.

In this case, God does not do the work, but a deity, Diana, zeroes in

just on the introduction of the zygote that will become Plum. Unlike

God, Diana cannot foresee the unfolding of every event in Plum’s

world as applied to every person, but she has just a glimmer of God’s
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knowledge, enough that she can see just how the introduction of this

zygote will yield Plum, who will one day kill Ms. White.8

Now move to Case 3, which is just Pereboom’s Case 3. In it

Mommy Plum and Daddy Plum just happen to create the same zygote

that, through dumb luck, hits the very same causal life-trajectory as the

one Diana knowingly hit on. They then proceed to raise Plum in their

community in just the same manner that unfolded in my Cases 4

through 6. Moving on to Pereboom’s Case 2, Team Plum, who must

manipulate Plum from a temporal distance, happen upon the same cau-

sal triggers that led Mommy and Daddy Plum to do their magic, and

that Dianna so clearly foresaw when she crafted her plan to do in Ms.

White. Finally, in Pereboom’s Case 1, Team Plum just works out the

causes in real time, still doing so in such a way as to realize Plum as an

authentic agent engaging in the world.

My challenge to Pereboom is as follows. Since he cannot begin by

presuming that determinism rules out free will and moral responsibility,

he cannot begin by denying that Plum is free and responsible in my

Case 6 (his case 4). Now, applying his generalization strategy, it seems

that he cannot claim this about Case 5 either, since it seems arbitrary

to make theological determination itself have a relevant difference here.

But now, Case 4 is just a localized version of the knowledge possessed

by God in Case 5. There is no relevant difference as applied to these

two cases. Cases 3 and 2 just involve the same causal processes as Case

4 and 5, but via dumb luck. And Case 1 is just the dumb luck played

out over time instead of as in Case 2, all up front at the beginning. I

conclude that Pereboom is not entitled to presume that in Case 1 Plum

is not free or morally responsible. This is so by the light of his own

generalization strategy.

Compare Pereboom’s application of his generalization strategy with

my application of it. I begin with my Case 6 (which is Pereboom’s Case

4), and I march down through to Pereboom’s Case 1. My claim is only

that it is not evident that Plum in Case 6 is not free and morally

responsible even though he acts at a world in which casual determinism

is true. I then generalize through the series of cases until we get to Case

1. I seek to elicit the thought that it is not clear that Plum is not free

and morally responsible in the series from Case 6 to Case 1. I do this

by bringing to light relevant agential and moral properties located in

Case 6 and then, using Pereboom’s generalization strategy, marching

down to Case 1. Of course, I have also, by way of step two, highlighted

8 Diana and her special powers to create zygotes that one day will do such and such

is borrowed from work by Mele (2006, forthcoming). It is also suggested by Carl

Ginet in a published exchange between him and Fischer (Fischer, 2000).
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the salient causal basis of Case 1 marching through to Case 6. I have

shown how it is that an agent like Plum, even in Case 6, is the upshot

of hidden causes. It is this Spinozistic factor—being the upshot of hid-

den causes—that Pereboom wants to bring into relief in his march

form Case 1 through to his Case 4 (my Case 6). In his estimation, the

intuition elicited from this observation is that each Plum in each of

his four cases (and my six cases) is clearly not free and not morally

responsible.

In my estimation, the disagreement between Pereboom and me plays

out in a dialectical stalemate. The intuitions that he seeks to elicit do

not demonstrably trump the ones that I seek to elicit. Given my treat-

ment of Cases 1 through 6, it is not clear that Plum in any of them is

not free nor morally responsible. On this point, Pereboom responds to

an earlier formulation of my reply as follows:

McKenna’s considered view is not that we should focus solely on the
agential properties, but rather that in assessing the four-case argu-
ment, one could legitimately draw greater attention to them, and that

this will elicit the intuition that Plum is responsible—certainly in Case
4, but even, for example, in Case 2. At the same time, he allows that
drawing greater attention to the hidden causes and their deterministic

nature could occasion the intuition that Plum is not morally responsi-
ble. But given that each of these two strategies is equally legitimate,
the result will be a stalemate. In response, I advocate drawing equal

attention to the sorts of agential properties that typically serve as a
basis for ascribing responsibility, and to the hidden causes and their
deterministic nature by way of the four cases, and then let the intu-

itions fall where they may. (In fact, in my development of these cases
the greater part of each description is devoted to setting out these
agential properties.) Nonetheless, upon following this recommenda-
tion, I still have a strong intuition that Plum in Case 4 (and certainly

in Case 2) is not morally responsible. To be sure, others may have
opposing intuitions. My four case argument will not have persuasive
force against them, and I have no conclusive argument to show that

they are unreasonable in their reactions. (Pereboom, 2005)

While acknowledging that some might not share his intuitions, Pere-

boom holds fast to his incompatibilist convictions regarding Plum. He

denies that we wind up here with a dialectical stalemate. He holds that

the intuitive scales are tipped in his favor. To this, I can only voice my

disagreement with him. I think that our intuitions do not clearly speak

in Pereboom’s favor. If I am correct, if this disagreement does end in a

stalemate, then this amounts to a victory for the compatibilist, since

she was only out to defeat an argument for incompatibilism, not to

prove her compatibilist thesis.
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8. Dialectical Burdens

It might be objected at this point that I have unfairly set up the dialec-

tic so that my dialectical burden is less onerous than is Pereboom’s.

Indeed, it is true that I have set it up so that my burden is less than

his. He has to show that Plum in each of his Cases 1 through 4 is not

free and morally responsible. I have assumed that I have only to show

that it is not clear that Plum is not free and morally responsible. But I

do not think that setting up the dialectic in this way is unfair. Of

course, the compatibilist thesis as I characterized it above is that a

manipulated agent, when manipulated in a sufficiently nuanced manner,

is no different than a normally functioning determined agent, one who

can be free and morally responsible when she so acts. At this point,

Pereboom might reply to me, ‘‘Prove it!’’ I have certainly fallen shy of

that. I have not claimed in my reply to Pereboom to have proven that

a manipulated agent, when manipulated in a sufficiently nuanced man-

ner, is free and morally responsible. Again, I have only claimed to have

demonstrated the far weaker point that it is not clearly the case that

this is not so. Well, how should I reply to this imagined objection?

Matters of dialectical burden are quite delicate at this stage. It is one

thing for the compatibilist to endorse a thesis, another for her to offer

a positive argument for it, and a third for her to resist arguments

against it. As children on the playground might put it, it is the incom-

patibilists who ‘‘started it.’’ They are the ones who are making the

claim that agents appropriately manipulated are not free and morally

responsible. They are the ones who wish to employ this in an argument

for an incompatibilist conclusion. In reply to them, the compatibilist’s

dialectical burden is by comparison lighter than her opponent’s. She

needs only to show that the incompatibilists who advance the Manipu-

lation Argument are not clearly right about the cases they feature to

establish a key premise of their argument—that an agent, when manip-

ulated in a sufficiently complex manner so as to satisfy CAS, is not free

or morally responsible with respect to her actions (premise one of

MA). If the compatibilist can merely cast doubt on the incompatibi-

list’s positive claim, then she has adequately replied to the argument

even if she has not offered a positive defense of her thesis regarding

manipulation.

But even granting my point about dialectical burdens, what should a

compatibilist do to offer a positive argument for her thesis? I am not

sure that she should even try. Speaking to this point invokes the fourth

step I have proposed for a hard-line reply to the Manipulation

Argument.
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9. Step Four: Make Clear that ‘‘Manipulation’’ is not all that
Uncommon

Consider this sort of case. A young child, let us call her Ann, watches

up close the deterioration and death of a parent from a crippling dis-

ease, leukemia, medically addressed when treatments like chemotherapy

were in their infancy, when they were simply barbaric. Suppose that

this child, well before the age of mature reason, and so gripped by such

an experience, simply came to see life as limited, precious, but also,

chocked with the prospects of suffering and tragedy. From this she

comes to see her life as one that should not be squandered, that should

be lived to its fullest, with no promise of a long future or a lovely after-

life. Whether for good, rational reasons or not, suppose those experi-

ences settled for that child what would become her deepest

unsheddable values about how to live. And suppose that as a mature

adult she acts upon them. Does she do so unfreely? Is she not responsi-

ble for the conduct issuing from those values?

I know of such a person, and if you were to ask her how this shaped

her, she would regard it as something like a real-life manipulation case.

But according to her, she regards this not as an impediment of her

freedom and her responsibility or, one might say, her dignity, but as a

condition of it. Thus was she so made. But as she sees it, it surely does

not undermine her free and responsible agency. It makes it. I would

propose that the case of Ann is very much like a manipulation case,

except that the manipulation is not by the design of a team of scientists

like Team Plum, but by the vagaries of life.

Nomy Arpaly has recently made similar observations, pointing out

that people often find themselves having undergone radical changes but

for reasons that were entirely beyond their control and totally unex-

pected (2003, pp.127-29). Some simply discover that their ‘‘party ani-

mal’’ life styles no longer interest them, and they become workaholics.

Others have no desire to devote their lives to parenting, and are

flooded by love upon first seeing their newborns, an experience totally

revising their life plans. Still others undergo inexplicable religious

conversions. Here again, in these sorts of cases, cases that we do

encounter in ordinary life, we have what look like more mundane cases

of manipulation.9

As far as I can tell, the case of Ann, and cases like the ones Arpaly

calls to our attention, or the well known cases of moral luck featured

by Nagel and Williams (Nagel, 1976; and Williams, 1981), are the clos-

est a compatibilist can come to providing a positive intuitive basis for

9 Mele has recent challenged Arpaly’s treatment of these cases (Mele, 2006, forthcom-

ing). In unpublished work, I have offered a limited defense of Arpaly.
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her thesis regarding the possibility of manipulated agents. In these

cases, the compatibilist can assert with some confidence that the factors

highlighted in these cases do nothing to suggest that such agents are

not free or responsible (so long as the factors do not undermine satis-

faction of CAS). Unfortunately, in my estimation, all these cases can

do is soften one who entertains the Manipulation Argument to the

mere possibility that dramatic full-blown science fiction manipulation

cases need not clearly be freedom and responsibility undermining. They

will not be a proper basis for moving one to the further conclusion that

cases like Pereboom’s are clearly not freedom and responsibility

undermining.

There is, however, a very natural way to explain why it is that our

intuitions about cases like that of the young child or the Arpaly cases

cannot speak commandingly for similar responses to the excessive

manipulation cases featured in Pereboom’s argument. Our intuitions

have evolved along with our ordinary practices. It is only to be

expected that when those intuitions are tested in extremely different

contexts, contexts which differ radically from the ones out of which

they evolved, they will be indecisive. If we had, as Wittgenstein might

have put it, a very different ‘‘form of life’’, one where some of us,

maybe many or even all of us, were presumed to be manipulated by

teams like Team Plum, our intuitions might be quite different about

these cases.

As it is, our intuitions emerged out of a self concept in which we are

shaped by Team Mommy and Daddy, Team Community, and Team

Double Helix (or Team Yahweh, Allah, or Jesus). When we are testing

our intuitions by pressing the limits of cases that naturally might arise

from these factors, we are entitled to draw stronger conclusions. But

when we test our intuitions against wildly divergent contexts, we are

certainly not licensed to draw decisive conclusions. We are not sure

what to make of them. So the compatibilist will have a very tough time

providing a positive argument for her thesis about manipulation cases.

Hence, her hands are tied to making the compatibilist assertion and

then defeating challenges to it. While these considerations call attention

to the compatibilists’ limitations, they also help make clearer the dialec-

tical burden the incompatibilist advocate of the Manipulation Argu-

ment shoulders. For if she wants to barter dialectically in the currency

of intuitions that are lifted out of the contexts that are their natural

homes, then when she applies them to wildly deviant cases, she must

hold herself to very high standards. The cases combined with our intui-

tive reactions to them must overwhelmingly speak in her favor. If any

reasonable doubt can be cast on what our intuitions would tell us in

these very bizarre contexts, then there is good reason to be unsure
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about how telling our own intuitions can be. This is especially so when

in the less unusual cases, such as that of Ann, or instead the cases Arp-

aly features, our intuitions about ‘‘manipulation’’ are just not all that

friendly to an incompatibilist thesis.

10. Conclusion

In conclusion, I have applied to Derk Pereboom’s Four-Case Argu-

ment my proposed formulae for a four step hard-line compatibilist

reply to any manipulation argument. I have argued that Pereboom’s

defense falls shy of commanding intuitive certainty and that this is

enough for the compatibilist to claim victory. Also, I have argued that

a compatibilist should take the hard-line reply to carefully crafted ver-

sions of the manipulation argument. She should not tend toward a

soft-line reply in such cases. As Harry Frankfurt remarked,

A manipulator may succeed, through his interventions, in providing a
person not merely with particular feelings and thoughts but with a
new character. That person is then morally responsible for the choices

and the conduct to which having this character leads. We are inevita-
bly fashioned and sustained, after all, by circumstances over which we
have no control. The causes to which we are subject may also change

us radically, without thereby bringing it about that we are not morally
responsible agents. It is irrelevant whether those causes are operating
by virtue of the natural forces that shape our environment or whether
they operate through the deliberate manipulative designs of other

human agents. (2002, pp.27-8)

I believe that the compatibilist should make this point her ally. She

should not hide it by tending toward a soft-line reply to the Manipula-

tion Argument. Rather, she should openly advertise it, making clear

that her thesis is not unobjectionable.
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