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In the 1960s, the free will debate was dramatically affected by two powerful com-
patibilist influences. One was Harry Frankfurt’s argument against the assump-

tion that moral responsibility and the sort of freedom required for it must involve
alternative possibilities.2 While, strictly speaking, Frankfurt’s argument was non-
partisan, and thus directed at both compatibilists and incompatibilists, it was the
compatibilists who stood to gain from its soundness. On its face, the ability to do
otherwise does at least appear to conflict with determinism. Construed as the thesis
that the facts of the past and the laws of nature entail every truth about the future,
determinism strongly suggests that, if true, no person is able to act other than she
does. According to one highly influential incompatibilist argument, were she able
to do so, she would need to rely upon the art of alchemy. That is, she would have
to be able to change the past, or instead violate a law of nature.3 Given this dialec-
tic, compatibilists were shouldered with the burden of crafting fancy counterfac-
tual theories of agential ability, many of which were regarded as no more than one
click away from smoke and mirrors. (And short of alchemy, smoke and mirrors is
about the best one can offer.) While some compatibilists labored mightily to make
credible an account of free will that involved alternative possibilities,4 others saw
in Frankurt’s ingenious argument an elegant end-run around the most contentious

1. I would like to thank John Martin Fischer, Ishtiyaque Haji, Al Mele and Derk Pereboom
for excellent comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

2. Harry Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility” (1969). Reprinted in
Frankfurt (1988). All page references are to the 1988 edition.

3. Ginet (1966); Wiggins (1973); and van Inwagen (1975).
4. For example Horgan (1979); Lehrer (1976); Lewis (1981); Saunders (1968); and Slote

(1982).
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element of their thesis.5 From this dialectic a rich variety of compatibilist positions
have emerged, all building on the presumed soundness of Frankfurt’s argument.
There is no underestimating the importance of this dialectical shift. Frankfurt’s
argument instigated a revolution in the free will debate.

A distinct compatibilist revolution was inspired by P. F. Strawson in his
visionary 1962 essay, “Freedom and Resentment.”6 For many, Strawson refocused
the free will debate around the centrality of the morally reactive attitudes, as well
as the interpersonal relationships and social practices through which these atti-
tudes were expressed.7 According to Strawson, the spectrum of interpersonal atti-
tudes and practices giving voice to our judgments of moral responsibility were not
logically detachable from the conditions of morally responsible agency or free will;
they constituted those conditions. Hence, Strawson encouraged us in this provoca-
tive essay to pay closer attention to the attitudes themselves. He suggested that
doing so would cast light on what is actually at stake in the free will debate, and
it would provide a reality check for those who believed that, with incompatibilist
conclusions in hand, one could show that the truth of determinism would be
grounds for chucking all judgments of freedom and responsibility. According to
Strawson, doing so would be tantamount to wholesale revision of the lives we live,
a revision that Strawson claimed is not even psychologically possible for us, nor
one that it would be rational to opt for even if we could. So opting, Strawson held,
would involve undermining what is most valuable in a human life. Drawing upon
these dialectically unorthodox sources, Strawson worked towards compatibilist
conclusions, and he scolded the better part of the philosophical community for
casting the free will debate in terms of presuppositions that were out of touch with
a proper appreciation for our humanity.

There is a striking asymmetry between Frankfurt’s influence and Strawson’s.
While both indisputably have profoundly altered the philosophical dialectic, only
Frankfurt’s revolution has received near unanimous recognition as worthy of the
attention it has received. Even those working in the free will debate who strongly
reject Frankfurt’s argument see the power of it. And they pay it the respect 
it deserves if, by nothing else, going to considerable lengths to refute it. But 
Strawson’s compatibilism is a bit like scotch; either you love it or you hate it.
Granted, many working on the constellation of topics regarding free will and moral
responsibility take Strawsonian compatibilism quite seriously. But there are others
who dismiss it as built upon a series of non sequiturs and psychological presup-
positions that entirely miss the point of the age old free will debate.

This essay is meant to convince those who fail to see the importance of
Strawson’s contribution but do see the importance of Frankfurt’s that they have
not seen something that they should in good Sir Peter’s position. In fact, to the
extent that they take Frankfurt’s treatment of alternative possibilities as worthy

5. Including Frankfurt himself (1971); and also, for example, Fischer (1982), (1987), (1994);
Fischer and Ravizza (1998); Haji (1998); and Mele (1995).

6. P. F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment” (1962). Reprinted in Gary Watson, ed., 1982.
All references are to the Watson edition.

7. To mention just a few notable examples, Bennett (1980); Russell (1992), (1995); Scanlon
(1988); Wallace (1994); and Watson (1987).
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of admiration, they should find some source of admiration for Strawson’s work,
since, as I will argue, there is a core point on which Frankfurt and Strawson meet.
Despite the very different strategies each adopts, each places his finger on a sin-
gular and profound insight. To make my case, I will sketch Frankfurt’s argument
only very briefly. But I will have more than a little to say about one of Strawson’s
arguments, which I believe has been innocently miscast by some, and as a result
misread by many more.

1. A FEW CRUCIAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN FRANKFURT 
AND STRAWSON

Before making my case for the unrecognized alliance between Frankfurt’s and
Strawson’s positions, it is worth calling attention to a few significant differences
between their contributions. These differences do give good reason to sort their
arguments into separate camps.

First, there is a certain crispness to Frankfurt’s approach that is lacking in
Strawson’s. The core of Frankfurt’s argument relies upon a clear strategy that is
easy to identify and carries with it perspicuous grounds for where objections are
credibly cast. That strategy is one of offering counterexamples to a principle. The
formula for this approach is to begin with a principle that demands some credence
(i.e., not something that is easy to topple). One then offers an example that both
violates the principle, and marshals more intuitive support than does the principle
itself. Given this strategy, the ground rules for advancing the argument and for
resisting it are pretty clear. Hence, the very structure of the argument allows a
certain level of rigor. In essence, Frankfurt’s contribution involves a classic appli-
cation of one of the well-defined tools of analytic philosophy.

Strawson’s argument, on the other hand, begins with quite general reflec-
tions about the human condition, claims about our psychological hardwiring,
observations about entire “webs” of human practices, and then, from these, Straw-
son produces four arguments that only seem credible against the backdrop of these
more general reflections. Unlike Frankfurt’s approach, it is not clear how to set
one’s sights on any particular argument nested in Strawson’s essay; the dialectical
ground rules are much murkier. In fact, in entertaining one possible objection to
one of his arguments, Strawson writes that the objection could only seem viable
to a person who “utterly failed to grasp the purport” of his general reflections on
our moral responsibility practices (p. 70). It’s as if we are not permitted to zero in
on any single argument since the entire picture of what our moral responsibility
practices comes to inform any of our specific judgments or intuitions on particu-
lar claims. There is in Strawson’s presentation the suggestion of a sort of Wittgen-
steinian “way of life” treatment of the free will problem. While this manner of
philosophizing can be inspiring, it also is maddeningly hard to engage directly;
there is no place to pin down what a philosopher’s commitments are, and this
understandably invites the objection of a sort of squishiness that is just not that
palatable to the analytically oriented philosopher.

A further difference between Frankfurt’s approach and Strawson’s is that
Frankfurt approaches the free will dialectic by speaking directly to one of the core
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action-theoretic assumptions that is at the heart of the traditional debate. There is
an identifiable notion of agency that is presupposed by the traditional debate, and
there is a settled source of dispute regarding one constituent of that sort of agency.
That constituent has to do with the ability to do otherwise. Framing the issue this
way tacitly endorses the view that the free will problem is at least in part a meta-
physical one settled in terms of action-theoretic features of a certain sort of com-
petent agency.What are these sorts of agents like? What sort of control or freedom
is involved in their acting as morally responsible agents? Can this sort of agency
be satisfied in a deterministic world? As most everyone with even a passing famil-
iarity with Strawson’s essay is aware, Strawson explicitly rejected a “metaphysi-
cal” treatment of the free will problem. He saw haggling over the metaphysics of
agency as a misguided attempt to justify our moral responsibility practices in terms
of the satisfaction (or truth) conditions that were external to the framework of our
moral practices. On his view, all questions of justification were internal to these
practices (pp. 78–9).

2. STRAWSON’S FOUR ARGUMENTS

Now for the unrecognized alliance. It will take a few steps to get there. Let us begin
with a quick survey of Strawson’s compatibilist arguments. There are four. Straw-
son built each on a particular conception of responsibility’s nature. That nature
took as essential the reactive attitudes, which are the attitudes manifested from
the vantage point of holding responsible. On Strawson’s view, a proper account of
what moral responsibility is must attend to these attitudes. In this way, Strawson’s
conception of moral responsibility can rightly be seen as inviting an interpersonal
theory, a theory according to which the connections between persons involved in
adult interpersonal relationships constitute (in some manner or other) the condi-
tions and the boundaries of moral responsibility (pp. 77–8).8 Furthermore, because
Strawson held that normally functioning persons were naturally committed to a
susceptibility to the reactive attitudes, he also thought that persons were naturally
committed to the standpoint from whence we hold persons morally responsible
(p. 68, and p. 74). It is in light of this interpersonal and naturalist conception of
moral responsibility that Strawson introduced his four arguments.

Strawson’s Psychological Impossibility Argument is as follows. Given our
natural commitment to the reactive attitudes, it is not psychologically possible for
us to suspend them. No theoretical discovery, such as that determinism and incom-
patibilism are true, would ever be able to undermine our propensity to respond to
persons on the basis of our morally reactive attitudes (p. 74).We are naturally com-
mitted to these attitudes; they are simply inescapable elements of the human con-
dition. Furthermore, these attitudes are structured from within the framework of
adult interpersonal relations, a framework that is revealed in our practices.
Together, the attitudes, the framework, and our practices simply constitute the 
conditions for morally responsible agency. Given our natural commitments, no
philosophical fine points arising from incompatibilism could ever have any actual

8. Gary Watson emphasizes this dimension of Strawson’s essay (Watson 1987).
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bearing on our moral responsibility practices. Ergo, determinism is no threat to
moral responsibility.

Strawson’s Practical Rationality Argument asks us to imagine that we might
actually have a choice about what in fact (at least as Strawson saw it) we do not—
that is, a choice about whether we could forswear the standpoint of the reactive
attitudes. The alternative, according to Strawson, would be to adopt an entirely
objective attitude towards others. But doing this would mean losing the intercon-
nectedness of adult interpersonal life that gives it the sort of rich texture that
means so much to most (probably all psychologically healthy) persons. Hence,
Strawson argued, the gains and losses to human life would clearly speak on behalf
of the rationality of preserving the moral standpoint from which we do hold
persons morally responsible (p. 74).

Strawson’s Internal Justification Argument held that the framework of adult
interpersonal relationships, our web of our moral responsibility practices, and the
reactive attitudes that are expressed by way of that framework and those practices
provided the only standards of justification that are pertinent to judgments of an
agent’s moral responsibility (pp. 87–89). No facts “external” to that constellation
of considerations, such as facts about the sorts of agency possessed by the persons
participating within the practices, could serve to justify (or fail to justify ade-
quately) the framework itself. Since, according to Strawson, all justification is inter-
nal to these practices, the very assumption that there is a deep metaphysical
underpinning to them is simply misguided—an assumption driven by a search for
an external justification where none is either called for or possible. Strikingly, in
Skepticism and Naturalism, Strawson compares our moral responsibility practices
to the Wittgensteinian idea, found in On Certainty (Wittgenstein 1969), that our
way of life presupposes a sort of bedrock that serves as a part of our conceptual
framework.9 This bedrock itself cannot be part of what could be questioned or
challenged since it provides the resources for the intelligibility of what can be.
According to this argument, compatibilism wins by default; nothing about the
thesis of determinism is incompatible with the mere existence of the practices that
we have. So, even if it were discovered to be true, the sorts of justifications perti-
nent to our moral responsibility judgments would be internally shielded from such
an “external” discovery.

Strawson’s Argument from Excuses proceeds by thinking about how excuses
work. Strawson argues that the truth of determinism could never function as a sort
of universally applicable excuse (pp. 71–74). More cautiously: Without making use
of this particular terminology, Strawson distinguished between excuses and exemp-
tions.10 Excuses show that some bit of behavior, typically indicative of ill will or a
lack of a proper degree of good will, is not, in the case under consideration, actu-
ally indicative of a morally criticizable will. Exemptions show that a person is not
capable of adult interpersonal relationships and therefore is exempt from the com-
munity of persons whose conduct one could reasonably require to comply with

9. P. F. Strawson (1985, 14–21, 31–37).
10. For two very useful discussions of Strawson’s distinction between excuses and exemp-

tions, see Wallace (1994), and Watson (1987).
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the demands of the moral community. Strawson argued that if determinism were
true, no excuse would apply universally. That is, there is no excuse that we typi-
cally use (he could not help it; he did not mean to; he was pushed; he did not see
where he was going) that would apply to all persons in all cases. Furthermore, if
determinism were true, no exemption would apply universally (he is a hopeless
neurotic; he suffers from an insane delusion; he is a child). That is, determinism
would not show that all normally functioning adult persons are incapable of inter-
personal relationships.

Strawson’s four arguments have all received critical attention. The fourth,
however, has received the least. There is, it seems, a consensus that it is the least
compelling, while the others, even if ultimately indecisive or downright unsound,
merit more attention. I will not rehearse the rich and important literature devoted
to the first three arguments I have mentioned above. But to my mind, the order
of value should be reversed. As I see it, Strawson’s best argument is his Argument
from Excuses. However, seeing why this is so requires examining it with more care
than most have given it.

3. AN UNFLATTERING INTERPRETATION OF STRAWSON’S
ARGUMENT FROM EXCUSES

Here is a way to take Strawson’s Argument from Excuses that might explain why
it is often passed over in favor of entertaining one of his other arguments. The
argument takes the list of excusing and exempting conditions as they are. It then
asks if determinism would implicate any one of them universally. Let us consider
first the category of excuses. Strawson says that no excuse could apply universally
since excuses work by showing that unique circumstances do not suggest an atti-
tude of ill will in particular cases, cases differing from how such behavior might
normally be taken. There are two ways one might be tempted to take Strawson
here, each of which is simply a non-starter. Neither merit consideration in even an
unflattering interpretation of Strawson’s argument. One is that because excuses
are exceptions to a norm, no excuse could be shown to apply across the board, i.e.,
to be the norm. This is a transparent non sequitur; if it is assumed that some con-
dition only applies in special cases, there is nothing incoherent about that claim
that, despite initial assumptions, it is possible that it apply in all cases. Another is
that Strawson meant to examine the list of excuses in the absence of any deeper
account of their nature. Clearly, Strawson had something more sophisticated in
mind than merely looking at the list of excuses and concluding that no candidate
on it could be universalized. He meant to appeal to a general principle regarding
the nature of an excuse. Indeed, of excuses Strawson writes:

None of them invite us to suspend towards the agent, either at the time of
his action, or in general, our ordinary reactive attitudes. They do not invite
us to view the agent as one in respect of whom these attitudes are in any
way inappropriate. They invite us to view the injury as one in respect of
which a particular one of these attitudes is inappropriate (64).
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What might the underlying principle be? The reason that determinism could
not operate in incompatibilist fashion on any excuse is because it rests on some
principle of excuses that has roughly the following content: Excuses focus upon
actions, not agents; they leave intact our regard for the status of agents as morally
responsible persons.

Now, if this is all there is to Strawson’s treatment of excuses, it is little wonder
that many have ignored this argument. Surely one way that a person might not be
responsible for anything is precisely that each of her actions does not satisfy some
condition. Even granting that her agency itself is not impugned, if there is nothing
that she could be morally praiseworthy or blameworthy for (because some feature
of each of her actions falls short of a condition specified in an excuse), that would
certainly amount to a victory for the incompatibilist. There is one controversial
excuse that, in this context, is so transparent that it is just not credible to think
that Strawson simply neglected to mention it. It is the excuse “He could not have
done otherwise.” It is an obvious candidate for universal application if determin-
ism is true. When Strawson ran through what he clearly intended to be an open
ended list of possible excuses, he did not mention this one excuse that many
throughout the history of philosophy have regarded as obviously amenable to the
incompatibilists’ enterprise.11 Why?

Turning to the category of exemptions, things get worse.The principle apply-
ing to excuses is set aside, and Strawson appeals to a distinct principle regarding
exemptions. Of exemptions, Strawson writes:

They invite us to view the agent himself in a different light from the light in
which we should normally view one who has acted as he has acted. . . . The
agent was himself; but he is warped or deranged, neurotic, or just a child.
When we see someone in such a light as this, all our reactive attitudes tend
to be profoundly modified. . . . Seeing someone, then, as warped or deranged
or compulsive . . . tends, at least to some extent, to set him apart from normal
participant reactive attitude. (pp. 65–6)

The underlying principle is something like the following: All that matters to
exemptions is whether a person is capable of adult interpersonal relationships.
Leaning upon this principle, Strawson asserts that nothing about determinism indi-
cates that it is incompatible with the capacity to engage in such relationships. But
consider this. Suppose it was argued that everyone who plays professional base-
ball has a capacity to perceive a baseball approaching at high speeds. If a player
could not perceive this, then he would not be a member of the community of pro-
fessional baseball players. Suppose also that it was argued that the capacity to per-
ceive a baseball approaching at high speeds, capacity X, rested on a deeper agential
ability Y (maybe Y involves the ability of the eye to respond quickly to changes
in light patterns). Now it would be one thing to claim that because professional
baseball players do clearly possess capacity X, they must have ability Y (or they
must have ability Y if indeed X requires Y). But it is quite another to claim that

11. The closest Strawson comes is the plea “He could not help it” (64).
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the fact that the capacity X is exhibited proves that no question about whether
professional baseball players have ability Y is relevant. Although both sorts of
argumentative strategies could be disputed, the latter is much sketchier. It is tan-
tamount to a refusal to entertain the claim that Y is required for X. In short, it’s
simply a refusal to consider the thesis under consideration.

When Strawson claims that determinism would not exempt all persons glob-
ally, on the reading of his argument currently under consideration, it looks as if he
does so simply because there is no credible reason to think that determinism is
incompatible with the capacity to engage in the sorts of adult interpersonal rela-
tionships that comprise our moral responsibility practices. But the entire philo-
sophical community Strawson is reacting against (including compatibilists and
incompatibilists) has been operating under the presupposition that there is a
deeper ability, an ability involving free will, that underwrites the capacity to engage
in these sorts of moral responsibility practices. Simply asserting that determinism
is no threat to our capacity to engage in adult interpersonal relationships is tan-
tamount to a refusal to entertain the thesis that this capacity depends upon by a
deeper agential ability. If it does depend on a deeper ability, then perhaps the con-
ditions required to satisfy it involve libertarian free will. For all Strawson says
about the category of exemptions, indeterminism might well be true, agents might
actually possess libertarian free will, and it might well be this possession that makes
possible the capacity to participate in the relevant sorts of adult interpersonal rela-
tionships. On this reading of Strawson’s Argument from Excuses, the fact that he
does not entertain this sort of objection to his treatment of exemptions strongly
suggests that he is simply begging the question on behalf of the compatibilist.12

4. PRESENTING STRAWSON’S ARGUMENT FROM EXCUSES

I believe that there is a much richer reading of Strawson’s Argument from Excuses.
I do not deny that Strawson relied upon the principles for excuses and exemptions
suggested above. But I believe that there is a single, unifying insight that is shared
between excuses and exemptions and that Strawson’s Argument from Excuses
arises from this far more illuminating source. When his principles for excuses and
exemptions are understood in relation to this central consideration, the quick
objections to his argument evaporate.

Before highlighting this under-appreciated aspect of Strawson’s position, I
would like to pause briefly to call attention to a certain trend in recent discussions

12. Although he frames his criticism differently, this is similar to David Wiggins’ objection
to Strawson. Wiggins writes:

(1) From the fact that I engage in a manner of thinking, feeling, and talking that is condi-
tioned by a certain non-deterministic assumption, it never followed that I had to justify
that assumption if I was to continue in that way of thinking, feeling and talking . . . (2) From
my not needing to justify the true non-deterministic assumption, it does not follow that the
falsehood of the assumption would have been irrelevant to the practice that was condi-
tioned by the assumption. (Wiggins 1987, 299–300)

Paul Russell (1992), T. M. Scanlon (1988), and Gary Watson (1987) have also raised questions
about what deeper abilities might be required to engage in adult interpersonal relationships.
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of free will. This trend finds inspiration in Strawson’s essay, but, to my mind, it
attributes a view to Strawson that Strawson himself never explicitly endorses in
“Freedom and Resentment.” It is that the nature of morally responsible agency,
of its conditions, is to be unpacked exclusively from the community’s standards for
holding morally responsible. There are different ways in which theorists proceed
under this assumption, but all of them share the presupposition that being morally
responsible is to be explained in terms of holding morally responsible. Further-
more, it is assumed that this is how Strawson is to be read.13 If so, then it is per-
fectly natural to read his Argument from Excuses as indicated above. One looks
for general principles concerning our judgments regarding excusing and exempt-
ing. Once one has found those, they become the “bedrock” presuppositions of the
moral community. They reflect what the moral community demands when holding
responsible; being responsible is to be read off of those demands, whatever they
come to.As sketched above, two differing principles emerged, one for excuses, one
for exemptions; neither seemed all that compelling if not buttressed by some
further consideration.

There is little textual evidence in “Freedom and Resentment” for this fairly
dramatic reading,14 and there is good textual evidence against it. In particular,
when Strawson initiates his discussion, he begins by calling attention to a com-
monplace that he regards as a telling feature of the human condition: We care
about how others regard us, about the attitudes toward us that they have (62–3).
In fact, Strawson even emphasizes that often the way we care is exclusively with
those attitudes (63). An attitude itself can sometimes count as the pertinent wrong
or “injury” rather than any actual harm (such as a throbbing toe that has been trod
upon).15 So, by the light of Strawson’s own essay, theorizing about moral respon-
sibility begins by focusing first on the attitudes of agents—on the persons who are
held morally responsible, not on those who are holding them morally responsible.
For Strawson, the morally reactive attitudes are responses to the quality of will
expressed in a person’s conduct. Since the reactive attitudes, as well as the atten-
dant practices and expectations, constitute what it is to hold agents morally respon-
sible, holding morally responsible is to be understood on Strawson’s view as

13. See Jonathan Bennett (1980); R. Jay Wallace (1994); and Gary Watson (1987). I am uncer-
tain as to whether this is also the view of T. M. Scanlon (1998). I suspect not.

14. The strongest textual evidence for this reading is found in this passage:

Only by attending to this range of attitudes can we recover from the facts as we know them
a sense of what we mean, i.e., of all we mean, when, speaking the language of morals, we
speak of desert, responsibility, guilt, condemnation, and justice (78).

But to take this as evidence for the claim that all of what moral responsibility is can be under-
stood from the vantage point of the reactive attitudes is to assume that when Strawson referred
to “this range of attitudes” he did not mean to include the very attitudes of the agents whom
others are reacting against. On a perfectly natural reading of this passage, some subset of the
range of attitudes would include the attitudes of ill and good will that are the objects of the reac-
tive attitudes. So far as I can tell, there is just no other basis in Strawson’s essay for drawing the
dramatic thesis that some have attributed to him.

15. I owe a special thanks to Rahul Kumar for pointing out to me in conversation how the
distinction between harming and wronging can be usefully applied to Strawson’s treatment of
excuses.
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tailored to the moral quality of will indicated in the activities of morally respon-
sible agents. Hence, the explanatory relation between holding and being morally
responsible is, at best, mutually supporting. And there is good reason to think that,
on Strawson’s own view, if one direction has a place of privilege, it is being morally
responsible; being morally responsible explains holding morally responsible.

Now for a refined version of the Argument from Excuses. The unifying
insight that provides the support for both Strawson’s principles regarding excuses
and exemptions is his Quality of Will Thesis.16 This thesis places constraints on
holding responsible and is therefore reflected in our excusing practices. It might
be cast as follows: Being morally responsible and legitimately holding morally
responsible are to be settled exclusively in terms of the moral quality of the will with
which an agent acts. Excuses and exemptions involve different ways in which judg-
ments of holding responsible are defeated. In different ways both excuses and
exemptions reveal that the agent did not act from a morally criticizable quality of
will. Excuses focus upon action, not agency. They show that an action does not
reflect a morally ill will (or lack of a proper degree of good will). Exemptions focus
upon agency, not action. But, like excuses, they also reveal that an agent did not
act from a morally ill will. In cases of exemptions, however, it is because such
persons are unable to form motives and attitudes that could reflect the sort of com-
plexity required to have morally significant content. Such an agent might well
mean to harm another person, but the harm intended could not be understood to
reflect the sort of moral quality that a person with appropriate moral under-
standing and imagination could be taken to intend.17

16. So far as I can tell, T. M. Scanlon is the only commentator who has made the Quality of
Will Thesis central to understanding Strawson’s Argument from Excuses. However, as indicated
above (in note 13), I am uncertain whether Scanlon would agree that Strawson’s approach is not
one in which moral responsibility should be explained exclusively from the vantage point of
holding responsible. In so far as Scanlon takes Strawson’s account of what we are doing when we
are holding responsible to be driven by the Quality of Will Thesis, I would assume that he agrees
with me. But given that Scanlon means to supplement Strawson’s account with a contractualist
defense of our moral responsibility judgments, he might in the end be committed to a view accord-
ing to which it is the community holding responsible who settles constraints on moral agency. This
is because the agent who is morally responsible must, on Scanlon’s view, be concerned to regu-
late her behavior by standards those in the moral community could not reasonably reject
(Scanlon, 1988, in Watson, ed., 2003, 363).

17. Of course, this is a delicate point. In conversation, Derk Pereboom has questioned
whether all exemptions can be handled in this manner. Mightn’t some exempted agents have the
capacity to form motives with morally qualitative content and instead suffer from some sort of
psychopathology? Perhaps. If so, Strawson’s Quality of Will Thesis would have to be modified
properly, and it might fail to explain fully all good reasons for exempting. But this cannot be settled
here. Still, I think that my reading of Strawson’s argument is suggestive and worth pursuing. (I
have begun to address the troubling cases of psychopathology in relation to the Quality of Will
thesis in an unpublished manuscript, “Expressive Theories of Moral Responsibility and an Agent
Meaning Theory.”)

It is worth noting that Scanlon treats exemptions regarding the insane in a similar way to the
way I have suggested. But Scanlon speaks in terms of general inabilities of critical reflection and
rational self-governance (Scanlon, 1988, in Watson, ed., 2003, 367–60). A similar charge could be
put to his treatment:What about the psychopath who can reason critically, whose conduct exhibits
the relevant sort of coherence over time, but who is regarded as defective in some other manner?
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If the Quality of Will Thesis is behind Strawson’s argument from excuses,
then the objections to his treatment of excuses and exemptions sketched above
no longer apply. Consider excuses first. Recall that the objection to Strawson’s
treatment of excuses is that it is sufficient for an incompatibilist to show that some
feature of every action renders each a non-responsible one (e.g., a non-blame-
worthy or a non-praiseworthy one) even if, as Strawson’s principle states, excuses
do not impugn agency. But consider this objection in light of the Quality of Will
Thesis. If determinism were to show that an excuse applied globally, it would have
to show that no person ever acts with a morally objectionable quality of will. The
point is not just that excuses do not impugn agency; it’s that what a universally
applicable excuse would show, if applied across the board, would not be a credi-
ble upshot of determinism, namely, as Strawson himself put it, “the reign of uni-
versal good will” (p. 68). (Regarding the excuse “He could not have done
otherwise,” I shall defer discussion of that until section 6.)

Next, consider exemptions. Recall that the objection to Strawson’s treatment
of exemptions is that there might be a deeper agential ability underwriting the
capacity to participate in adult interpersonal relationships, and determinism might
threaten this ability. According to the objection, Strawson simply assumed that no
such ability could be relevant. Is this criticism fitting in light of the Quality of Will
Thesis? No doubt, if determinism were to show that an exemption applied uni-
versally, as Strawson’s principle for exemptions would have it, no persons would
be capable of the sorts of adult interpersonal relationships required for moral
responsibility. But this would be because, if an exemption applied universally, there
would after all be a deeper feature of agency that would also be undermined,
namely, no person would ever be able to act from a will with morally qualitative
content. On this reading, Strawson is not simply rejecting the claim that judgments
of moral responsibility are underwritten by some deeper feature of agency; rather,
he is calling attention to a competitor deep feature of agency, a competitor to the
sort that a libertarian might insist upon.

I do not mean to suggest that Strawson’s Argument from Excuses is 
clearly sound, or that it does not need to be buttressed by further argument.18 But
I do think that it is a much better argument than most have taken it to be. And it
points in a promising direction for compatibilists. It suggests that the free will
problem ought to be settled by focusing on the quality of will with which an agent
acts.

5. FRANKFURT’S ARGUMENT

Let us now consider Frankfurt’s argument against the Principle of Alternative 
Possibilities (PAP).As indicated above, Frankfurt’s argument is a clear application

18. For instance, as John Martin Fischer has pointed out in correspondence, some might argue
that the Quality of Will Thesis needs buttressing by a theory of the manner in which an agent
comes to have the quality of will that she has. Naturally, incompatibilists such as Robert Kane
(1996) will insist upon this point, but there are also many thoughtful compatibilists who would as
well. See, for example, Fischer (1994); Fischer and Ravizza (1998); Haji (1998); and Mele (1995)
(when Mele is wearing his compatibilist hat).
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of argument by counterexample. The principle states that a person is morally
responsible for what he has done only if he could have done otherwise. The type
of example Frankfurt then employed to counter this principle has gone through
numerous evolutions, but for our purposes, none of these details will matter. Basi-
cally, Frankfurt’s example involves an agent, Jones, who does something on his
own, for example, shoot Smith (6–7). But another crafty agent, Black, covertly
arranges things so that if Jones were to do anything other than shoot Smith, Black
would intervene and manipulate Jones so that Jones would shoot Smith. But as
things happen, Jones does shoot Smith on his own without any activity from Black,
whose only role is counterfactual; were Jones to have been about to not shoot
Smith, only then would Black have intervened. In light of the example, it appears
that Jones could not have avoided shooting Smith; he could not have done other-
wise. But given that he shot Smith of his own free will, entirely unaware of Black’s
presence, and with no covert influence from Black, it seems that he is morally
responsible (and blameworthy) for shooting Smith. Ergo, PAP is false.

Many assume that this is the entirety of Frankfurt’s argument. It is not.
As it stands, there is no case to be made for why our intuitions should fall in 
line with the example as opposed to the principle. Couldn’t one simply assert 
that Jones is not morally responsible because he could not have done otherwise?
Why should we allow the example to trump PAP instead of vice versa? Frankfurt
offers two considerations that are meant to tip the balance against PAP. Frankfurt
writes:

Now if someone had no alternative to performing a certain action but did
not perform it because he was unable to do otherwise, then he would have
performed exactly the same action even if he could have done otherwise.
The circumstances that made it impossible for him to do otherwise could
have been subtracted from the situation without affecting what happened or
why it happened. (8)

Frankfurt goes on to remark that in a case like that of Jones, his inability to
do otherwise is irrelevant to what he did do. It is this point, the irrelevance of
Black’s presence to Jones’s action, that warrants our rejection of PAP. The mere
lack of alternative possibilities might be irrelevant to our assessment of what an
agent actually does. Hence, no general requirement of freedom involving alterna-
tive possibilities should matter to a proper account of the conditions of moral
responsibility.

There is, however, a further remark of Frankfurt’s, one that receives very
little attention, though it is actually implicit in the passage quoted above. In men-
tioning the irrelevance of the lack of alternatives in a case like that of Jones,
Frankfurt remarks:

It would surely be no good for the person to refer to circumstances of this
sort in an effort to absolve himself of responsibility for performing the action
in question. For those circumstances, by hypothesis, actually had nothing to
do with his having done it. (9)
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As Frankfurt makes plain, Jones had no good excuse. He could not call atten-
tion to his inability to do otherwise. Why? Frankfurt’s point is that Jones’s inabil-
ity to do otherwise could not be cited by Jones as a way of showing this his actual
motive was morally innocent. Put differently, Jones could not say that his inabil-
ity to do otherwise had any bearing upon the moral quality of his will in acting as
he did. This, I believe, is where Frankfurt and Strawson meet.19

6. WHERE FRANKFURT AND STRAWSON MEET

Return now to the puzzling fact (mentioned above in section 3) that Strawson
omitted from his list of excuses the plea “He could not have done otherwise.”
Consider it in light of my suggestion that his Argument from Excuses is supported
by the Quality of Will Thesis. As I see it, the Quality of Will Thesis counsels that
both excuses and exemptions work by showing that an agent does not act with a
morally objectionable quality of will. If so, then for Strawson the excuse “He could
not have done otherwise” could only count as an excuse if an agent’s appeal to it
could be used to show that she did not act from a morally objectionable motive.
It is for this reason that I believe that, had Strawson directly discussed this excuse,
he instead of Frankfurt might well have penned these very words:

Suppose that a person tells us that he did what he did because he was unable
to do otherwise; or suppose he makes the similar statement that he did what
he did because he had to do it. We do often accept statements like these (if
we believe them) as valid excuses, and such statements may as well seem at
first glance to invoke revised principles of alternative possibilities. But I think
that when we accept such statements as valid excuses it is because we assume
that we are being told more than the statements strictly and literally convey.
We understand the person who offers the excuse to mean that he did what he
did only because he was unable to do otherwise, or only because he had to do
it.And we understand him to mean, more particularly, that when he did what
he did it was not because that was what he really wanted to do. (9–10)

One might add to Frankfurt’s remarks here that in using this excuse to show that
he did not really want to do what he did, he means to show that he did not act
from a morally objectionable will.

So as I see it, Frankfurt’s treatment of the excuse “I could not have done
otherwise” is the precise point where he meets Strawson. Strawson’s account
would not have it that this excuse could work in the absence of considerations that
would prove that a person did not act from a morally objectionable will.20 In fact,

19. As Ish Haji has pointed out in correspondence, linking Frankfurt and Strawson this way
invites further questions about how Frankfurt’s appeal to identification figures in the Quality of
Will Thesis. A natural suggestion is that it helps give substance to what is involved in an agent’s
will bearing moral significance.

20. This is also how Scanlon treats Strawson on “I could not have done otherwise” (Scanlon,
1988, in Watson, ed., 2003, 360–61). Although Wallace does not explicitly attribute this view to
Strawson, Wallace himself treats the excuse as Scanlon and I maintain Strawson does (Wallace,
1994, 150–53).
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Strawson comments upon when the excuse “He could not help it” (which does
come close to “could not have done otherwise”) is appropriate. There he writes:
“. . . when this is supported by such phrases as ‘He was pushed’, ‘He had to do it’,
‘It was the only way’, ‘They left him no alternative’, etc.” (64). On the reading of
Strawson offered here, such qualifications are needed because they show how an
agent’s inability to “help it” did not arise from a morally criticizable will.

There is yet a deeper point beyond the mere fact that Frankfurt and 
Strawson treat the pertinent excuse in a similar way. It is this point I have 
been most concerned to demonstrate. Both Frankfurt and Strawson join company
on a fundamental insight about moral responsibility. This is brought forth in 
Frankfurt’s point regarding the irrelevance of Black’s presence, and in Strawson’s
Quality of Will Thesis. What matters is what a person does do and what quality 
of will motivates her doing it, not what she could have done. As John Martin
Fischer might put it, both Frankfurt and Strawson are actual-sequence 
compatibilists.

7. THE RELEVANCE TO THE CONTEMPORARY DIALECTIC

Well, so what? Is there any further point in calling attention to this unrecognized
alliance beyond mere scholarship? There certainly is. Consider two different sorts
of objections to Frankfurt’s argument. One comes from David Widerker’s defense
of alternative possibilities, a defense he has called the W-defense. Another con-
cerns the prospect that no Frankfurt-type example can satisfy the libertarian
demand that the example rule out alternative possibilities without illicitly pre-
supposing that determinism is true. In each case, it might well be that Frankfurt
and his advocates will have to fall back upon the sort of insight which I have argued
is at the heart of Strawson’s position.

Consider first Widerker’s W-defense.21 His objection is elegant and carries a
big intuitive punch. Suppose one were to speak in defense of Jones in the Frank-
furt example considered above, arguing that it would be wrong to blame Jones,
punish him, or hold him responsible in some manner or other. A credible plea
directed at those holding Jones responsible is to ask, “What would you have had
Jones do?” The very natural answer to such a question is one whose content in
one way or another describes Jones doing otherwise. Of course, it seems that this
is not open to Frankfurt. But in the absence of such an answer, Widerker chal-
lenges the assumption that in a Frankfurt example, the agent is morally responsi-
ble. Notice that Widerker’s strategy is precisely to argue against the assumption
(mentioned above in section 5) that our intuitions regarding the example should
trump PAP. He is suggesting that, in light of further reflections regarding our com-
mitments with respect to holding responsible, PAP should trump our initial intu-
itive reactions that Jones is morally responsible.

Frankfurt replies to Widerker by taking the option that I have suggested
seems not to be open to him. In reply to the question of what he would have had
Jones do, Frankfurt writes:

21. Widerker (2000, 7).
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He should have behaved virtuously. In deciding on his own free will to break
his promise, he violated the requirements of morality. Instead of doing that,
he should have refrained from violating those requirements.22

Some will object that, by his own lights, Frankfurt is not entitled to the first
and the third sentences quoted in the passage above. Whether he is turns upon
whether “ought” (or “should”) implies “can.”23 Just for the sake of argument,
suppose that “ought” does imply “can” and that Frankfurt is therefore not enti-
tled to those two sentences. Even granting this, I think that it is only honest and
right that he replied in this fashion. Our conception of the standards of blame and
holding responsible is tied deeply to a conception of the possible alternatives a
morally responsible agent disregards in favor of her settled course of action.
Widerker’s W-defense forces us to acknowledge that some of our intuitions about
alternative possibilities will be resistant to Frankfurt’s diagnosis. But does that
mean that Widerker and other defenders of PAP can claim victory? No. I believe
that there is a better reply to Widerker, one that is suggested in the second sen-
tence above. It is to counter Widerker’s question with an invitation to consider
what the agent has done.To Widerker’s question,“What would you have had Jones
do?” Frankfurt can reply, “Look at what Jones has done.” Frankfurt’s better
answer, I believe, is to admit just for argument’s sake that he has no good answer
to what he would have had Jones do, but against this intuitively disturbing result,
Frankfurt can call attention to what Jones has actually done.24 The ballgame then
comes down to a battle of intuitions.

Now consider the objection that no Frankfurt-type example can satisfy the
libertarian demand that the examples rule out all alternatives and at the same time
do not presuppose determinism. There is a rich literature, originally inspired by
Peter van Inwagen, that is meant to show that in any Frankfurt-type example, if
there is good intuitive reason to think that the agent in it is morally responsible,
then there existed an alternative that the agent could have opted for. But in cases
where there are no such alternatives, then the agent is not responsible.25 In more
recent iterations of this objection, the key element in the objection is that exam-
ples involving no alternatives can only be purchased at the expense of assuming
that the agent in the example is determined.26 But, so the objection goes, this begs
the question against the libertarian. For our purposes, the details of this debate
are irrelevant. What is relevant is the force of Frankfurt’s argument if it turns out

22. Frankfurt (2003, 343).
23. I am thankful to Al Mele and Derk Pereboom for advice in handling this touchy subject.
24. In his remarks following the passage quoted above, Frankfurt comes very close to reply-

ing just as I have suggested he should have:

There is plainly a sense, then, in which it was not possible for him to avoid making that
decision. Now it seems reasonable to suppose that he would properly have been excul-
pated for making the decision if it had been the result of intervention by Black. But are
we to suppose that he is off the hook when he makes the decision entirely on his own?
(2003, 343–44)

25. Peter van Inwagen (1983, 161–82).
26. See Ginet (1996); Kane (1996); and Widerker (1995).
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that the debate regarding the effectiveness of the example ultimately ends in a
dialectical stalemate.

Suppose that any Frankfurt-type example that does claim to rule out all
alternative possibilities without presupposing determinism will be, at best, con-
testable.27 It does appear that the closer Frankfurt’s defenders get to such an
example, the more esoteric the examples have become, and the less intuitive cred-
ibility they command, at least in comparison with the sort of crisp example Frank-
furt himself originally gave us.28 Would this mean that the value of Frankfurt’s
argument, and not just the type of example he uses, peters out in a stalemate? In
reply to David Widerker, Frankfurt himself considered the possibility that it might
not be possible to produce an example that, strictly speaking, ruled out all alter-
native possibilities:

. . . The usefulness of the examples that Widerker finds unsatisfactory does
not really depend upon supposing that they describe circumstances that
actually make an action altogether unavoidable while playing no role in
bringing the action about. The examples effectively undermine the appeal of
PAP even if it is true that the circumstances that do bring an action about
invariably leave open the possibility that the action might not be performed.

. . . What the examples are essentially intended to accomplish is to call atten-
tion to an important conceptual distinction. They are designed to show that
making an action unavoidable is not the same thing as bringing it about that
the action is performed. Their most pertinent import is that there is a dif-
ference between asserting that a set of circumstances possesses one of these
features and asserting that it possesses the other. (2003, 339–40)

So, as Frankfurt sees it, even examples that remain contestable by the stan-
dards of the current battle over them still have an important argumentative role
to play in clarifying our thinking about control, freedom, and moral responsibility.
The examples, even if not decisive, help to make clear a distinctive sort of freedom,
one that focuses on what an agent actually does and her motive for doing it.

Why would it aid us in our theorizing about moral responsibility to call atten-
tion to the mere fact that Frankfurt-type examples help us to distinguish a sort of
freedom that concerns what an agent does? Or, reflecting upon a proper reply to
the W-defense, why would it be useful to call attention to what an agent has done
as a competitor reply to the observation that there is no alternative that one can

27. For those familiar with the finer points of the debate over Frankfurt-examples, this for-
mulation should be recast in terms of ruling out all robust alternatives. Explaining why this is so
is not needed here. Hence, I’ll make do with the less cautious formulation.

28. So as not to mislead, along with many other defenders of Frankfurt’s argument, I myself
have offered modified Frankfurt examples meant to pass the relevant test. See Haji (1998); Hunt
(2000); McKenna (2003); Mele and Robb (1998); Pereboom (2001); and Stump (1996). I confess,
I believe that I have succeeded, and I also believe that others have as well. But in fairness to my
incompatibilist opponents, I acknowledge that reasonable minds can differ and that these are cer-
tainly contestable matters.
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point to regarding what the agent should have done? Both questions can be
answered from a singular source: What is relevant to moral appraisal is the moral
quality of the motive with which an agent acts. The sort of control spotlighted in
a Frankfurt example, and the demand that we evaluate a person in terms of what
she did (even if we cannot say what else we would have had her do), can be orga-
nized around a thesis that ties moral responsibility to the quality of an agents will
in acting as she does. It was Strawson, by way of his Quality of Will Thesis, who
saw that this was at the heart of our deep conception of moral responsibility, and
as I have argued, it is also at the heart of Frankfurt’s attack on an alternative pos-
sibilities conception of freedom, a conception that has led many down a path
toward what Strawson might have called a “panicky metaphysics.” It is for this
reason that an unrecognized alliance between Frankfurt and Strawson is useful. It
helps us put the lie on the current debate over the importance of alternative pos-
sibilities for freedom and moral responsibility. If, at bottom, we are left with a ball-
game played in terms of competing intuitions or contestable examples, it will be a
deeper sort of insight, like the one that Frankfurt and Strawson share, that will
remain once the dust has settled.
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