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Seemingly one of the most prominent issues that divide theorists about free will and moral 
responsibility concerns whether the ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and 
responsibility. I defend two claims in this paper. First, that this appearance is illusory: 
everyone thinks an ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and responsibility. The 
central issue is not whether the ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and 
responsibility but which abilities to do otherwise are necessary. Second, I argue that we 
cannot determine which abilities are necessary until we have determined the nature and 
justification of moral responsibility. Thus, theorizing about moral responsibility ought to 
take pride of place in theorizing about free will. 
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1 Introduction 

Seemingly one of the most prominent issues that divide theorists about free will and moral 

responsibility concerns whether the ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and 

responsibility.  What seems to be the most prominent argument for incompatibilism begins 

from the premise that the ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and responsibility 

and moves to the claim that determinism is incompatible with this ability and thus 

incompatible with freedom and responsibility (van Inwagen 1983; Ginet 1990; Fischer 1994).  

What seems to be the most prominent compatibilist response is to deny that the ability to do 

otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility (some also claim for free will) and thus it does 

not matter whether determinism is incompatible with this irrelevant ability (Frankfurt 1969; 

Fischer 1994, 2006, 2012; Wallace 1994; Fischer and Ravizza 1998; Scanlon 1998; McKenna 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11098-014-0399-4
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2013).1  Thus we appear to arrive at a central question in the contemporary debate: is the 

ability to do otherwise necessary for freedom and responsibility? 

 I have two aims in this paper.  First, I will argue that this formulation of the debate, 

though widespread, is mistaken.  The issue is not whether the ability to do otherwise is 

necessary for freedom and responsibility: the issue is which ability to do otherwise is 

necessary.  Everyone thinks that some ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and 

responsibility; that, we will come to see, is uncontroversial.  What is controversial is the 

precise nature of the requisite abilities.  Incompatibilists maintain that among the necessary 

abilities is one that is incompatible with determinism, while compatibilists demur.  Both 

theorists can (in principle) agree that the sense of ability identified by the opposition has the 

assumed entailment.  Incompatibilists can agree that if the abilities identified by 

compatibilists are all that is required for the freedom necessary for moral responsibility, then 

moral responsibility is compatible with determinism.  Compatibilists can agree that if the 

abilities identified by incompatibilists are necessary for freedom and responsibility, then 

moral responsibility is incompatible with determinism.2  Thus (one of) the most 

controversial tenet(s) in either compatibilism or incompatibilism is that the theory’s 

identified range of abilities are the relevant ones for freedom and responsibility.  A defense 

of either theory must concentrate its resources on showing that the species of ability it 

identifies is the relevant one.   

Second, I will argue that this formulation of the issue reveals theories of moral 

responsibility to be conceptually prior to theories of free will, and thus there is an important 

sense in which the ethical dimensions of free will and moral responsibility should take 

                                                 
1 Though certainly not all compatibilists make this move. See for example Campbell 1997, Vihvelin 2013. 
2 This approach may seem to run contrary to van Inwagen’s (2008) advice about how to think about the 
problem of free will.  I return to this below (§5). 
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priority over the metaphysical ones.  Once the issue is properly formulated (Which abilities 

are necessary?), theories of the nature and justification of moral responsibility will take center 

stage.  We determine the range of abilities required for freedom and responsibility by 

determining the precise nature of moral responsibility, especially the norms governing 

excusing and exempting conditions.  There are different senses of ability and the proper way 

to determine which sense is relevant to moral responsibility is first to determine the precise 

nature and justification of moral responsibility.  

In what follows I will defend these claims in detail.  I begin (§2) my defense with a 

brief excursus on the notion of ability.  We will see that the notion is a relative one and thus 

talk of “the ability to do otherwise” is highly misleading.  With this framework in place, I turn 

(§3) to defend my first thesis.  I defend this conclusion by considering what I take to be the 

most obvious apparent counterexample to it, namely John Martin Fischer’s (1994, 2006, 

2012) semicompatibilist theory of moral responsibility.  I show that even Fischer thinks that 

an ability to do otherwise is necessary for freedom and moral responsibility, and illustrate 

(§4) how failure to attend to the different senses of ability can embroil us in verbal disputes.  

I turn then (§5) to the second thesis, that theories of moral responsibility should take priority 

in the debate.  This thesis will, more or less, fall out of the recognition of the relative nature 

of ability-attributions and my first thesis.  

Before we begin a qualification is in order.  I do not mean to argue that the 

contemporary debate is somehow deeply confused or that most philosophers are talking past 

each other.  I also do not believe that my two theses have been completely ignored.  My aim 

then is not to reveal some hidden point that will revolutionize the debate.  My aim rather is 

forcefully to call attention to a fact that, though sometimes appreciated, remains 

underappreciated both in scope and degree.  This underappreciation has led even the most 
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careful philosophers into confusions and verbal disputes.  My hope is that this paper will 

more clearly call attention to these issues and set us on more fruitful paths of discourse.  

 

2 Ability 

When asked whether some agent in some situation is able to do something, we often feel 

ambivalent about the right answer.  Consider Ann, who is a world-renowned pianist.  She is 

currently on her way to her next concert, flying comfortably at 35,000 feet.  Although she 

loves her grand piano, she can hardly travel with it.  Question: is she able to play the piano?  

To some a negative answer will immediately present itself as the right one.  Ann is able to 

play the piano only if she has access to one, but since she has no access to a piano, she is not 

able to play the piano.  To others an affirmative answer will immediately present itself as 

obvious.  Ann’s piano skills do not magically disappear in the absence of a piano.  These 

skills are stable and retained even when there is no an opportunity for her to exercise them.  

She thus is able to play the piano. 

 I submit that there is no disagreement here.  As David Lewis pointed out:  

To say that something can happen means that its happening is compossible with 

certain facts.  Which facts?  That is determined, but sometimes not determined well 

enough, by context…. It is likewise possible to equivocate about whether it is 

possible for me to [X], or whether I am able to, or whether I have the ability or 

capacity or power or potentiality to.  Our many words for much the same thing are 

little help since they do not seem to correspond to different fixed delineations of the 

relevant facts. (Lewis 1976, 150)   

The proposition ‘The agent has the ability to X’ means ‘The agent’s X-ing is compossible 

with facts F’ (cf. Vihvelin 2004).  There will be different senses of ‘ability’ corresponding to 
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the different facts fixed by different speakers’ intentions and contexts of utterance. 

 Applying this to the case of Ann, we can show that there is no disagreement between 

what at first seemed to be two incompatible responses.  In claiming that Ann is not able to 

play the piano, the first speaker is claiming that Ann’s playing the piano is not compossible 

with the fact that she has no access to a piano: there is no possible world in which she lacks 

access to a piano and yet still plays the piano.  In claiming that Ann is able to play the piano, 

the second speaker is claiming that Ann’s playing the piano is compossible with facts about 

her skills and physical capacities: there is a possible world in which she has these skills and 

capacities and plays the piano.  What the first speaker has in mind by ‘ability’ is (or is 

something like) what is often referred to as ‘the specific ability’ (Mele 2003; Whittle 2010), 

‘opportunity’ (Vihvelin 2000; Franklin 2011a), or ‘wide ability’ (Vihvelin 2013).  What the 

second speaker has in mind by ‘ability’ is (or is something like) what is often referred to as 

‘the general ability’ (Mele 2003; Whittle 2010), simply ‘ability’ (Vihvelin 2000; Franklin 

2011a), or ‘narrow ability’ (Vihvelin 2013).  Once this difference is recognized each speaker 

can and should agree with the other’s statement.  Ann has the general ability to play the 

piano but lacks the specific ability. 

 
 
3 An Ability to Do Otherwise Is Necessary for Free Will and Moral Responsibility 

Two of the most thoroughly disputed issues in the contemporary free will and moral 

responsibility controversy concern the soundness of the consequence argument and the 

success of Frankfurt-style cases (FSCs).  The following are the canonical descriptions of 

these issues.   

First: the consequence argument is really a family of arguments meant to show that 

determinism is incompatible with free will and moral responsibility because it is incompatible 
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with the ability to do otherwise.  The argument often takes a reductio ad absurdum form, 

attempting to show that if we possessed the ability to do otherwise in deterministic worlds, 

then we would either be able to change the past or the laws of nature (or both).  Given the 

absurdity of such ability-attributions to mere mortals, it follows that no one has the ability to 

do otherwise in deterministic worlds (van Inwagen 1983; Ginet 1990; Fischer 1994). 

 And now for the second issue: FSCs are a family of cases that putatively describe an 

agent who is morally responsible for a decision and yet lacks the ability to do otherwise.  

FSCs aim to falsify a major premise of the consequence argument: namely that freedom and 

responsibility require that the agent be able to do otherwise (Frankfurt 1969; cf. Widerker 

and McKenna 2003).  

 What is often assumed, or at least what often seems to be assumed, in these disputes 

is that there is a certain ability, namely “the ability to do otherwise”, and the crucial questions 

are: (i) whether this ability is compatible with determinism and (ii) whether FSCs succeed in 

describing cases in which agents lack this very ability and yet are still morally responsible.  

Such an assumption seems evinced, or at least suggested, in the following passages: 

 A person may well be morally responsible for what he has done even though he 

could not have done otherwise. (Frankfurt 1969, 1) 

This anthology is devoted to one specific issue regarding matters of free will and 

moral responsibility: Must an agent be able to do otherwise in order for her to be 

morally responsible for what she does? (Widerker and McKenna 2003, 1) 

I have employed the Frankfurt-type example to argue that this sense of control [i.e. 

the one required for moral responsibility] need not involve any alternative 

possibilities. (Fischer 2006, 58; emphasis mine) 
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Here, it has been argued that so-called Frankfurt-style cases can be constructed for 

both praiseworthy and blameworthy actions, and so that the ability to do otherwise is 

required for neither. (Nelkin 2011, 4)   

Sometimes the terminology differs: some write of ‘could have done otherwise’, others of ‘the 

freedom to do otherwise’, others of ‘alternative possibilities’, and still others of ‘the ability to 

do otherwise’.  Yet all these authors (seem to) share the common assumption that the issue 

is a categorical one, not a relative one: the issue is whether alternative possibilities or the 

freedom or ability to do otherwise is necessary, not which alternative possibilities, freedoms, 

or abilities to do otherwise are necessary.3  

I contend that these descriptions, though canonical, are mistaken: everyone thinks 

that an ability to do otherwise is necessary for free will and moral responsibility, though not 

everyone agrees about the kinds of abilities required.  To establish this conclusion let us 

consider whether it holds on Fischer’s influential semicompatibilist theory of moral 

responsibility.  I have two reasons for focusing on Fischer’s account.  First, his account is at 

the heart of the controversy over free will and moral responsibility and he is surely the first 

to come to philosophers’ minds when they consider prominent philosophers who putatively 

deny that the ability to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility.  Thus, if it turns 

out that Fischer does think that an ability to do otherwise is necessary for free will and moral 

responsibility, then that gives us strong reason for thinking that no one denies that the ability 

to do otherwise is necessary.  A second reason for focusing on Fischer’s theory is that recent 

                                                 
3 A central issue that has received due attention is what kinds of ‘alternative possibilities’ are relevant, where this 
distinction is usually drawn between on the one hand, the mere possibility of something else happening, and 
the agent’s doing something else (Fischer 2006), and, on the other hand, between when an agent has the ability 
to do otherwise and when the agent knows or understands that he has the ability to do otherwise (Pereboom 
2001).  Often the distinction is put in terms of robust vs. non-robust alternative possibilities.  Notice, however, 
that robustness does not (or at least does not obviously) draw a distinction between kinds of abilities.  For 
Fischer the distinction is between the mere possibility of something else happening and the ability to make 
something else happen.  For Pereboom the distinction is between abilities we are aware of and abilities we are 
not aware of.  
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compatibilists (Smith 2003; Vihvelin 2004, 2013; Fara 2008; Nelkin 2011) have developed 

accounts of free will and moral responsibility that they intend to be importantly different 

from Fischer’s account, diverging specifically over the requirement of the ability to do 

otherwise.  These compatibilists maintain that the ability to do otherwise is necessary for 

freedom and responsibility and that Fischer is mistaken to think FSCs show otherwise.  I will 

show (§4) that this dispute is largely (though perhaps not wholly) a verbal one.  

Fischer’s theory of moral responsibility is known as semicompatibilism: “moral 

responsibility is compatible with causal determinism, even if causal determinism is 

incompatible with the freedom to do otherwise” (2007, 78).  A central part of Fischer’s 

defense of semicompatibilism is a detailed construction of different FSCs, intended to show 

that agents can be morally responsible even though they lack “the freedom to do otherwise”.  

This is important to Fischer’s mind since he believes that there are powerful, even if not 

decisive, arguments for the conclusion that determinism is incompatible with the freedom to 

do otherwise (Fischer 2012, 34; cf. Fischer 1994; Fischer and Ravizza 1998).  Although 

Fischer tends to write more of ‘the freedom to do otherwise’ and ‘alternative possibilities’ 

than ‘the ability to do otherwise’, it is clear that these are just his preferred descriptions—by 

‘freedom to do otherwise’ or ‘alternative possibilities’ he clearly has in mind ‘the ability to do 

otherwise’ (Fischer 2006, 8).4  According to Fischer, “the moral of Frankfurt stories” is that 

they “suggest that alternative possibilities are irrelevant to the grounding of moral 

responsibility” (2006, 198).5  At first glance, then, it seems that Fischer denies that an ability 

to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility.  

                                                 
4 Alternative possibilities for Fischer include but go beyond the ability to do otherwise. 
5 Compare: FSCs show that an agent’s “inability to choose and do otherwise is irrelevant to his moral 
responsibility” (2012, 41). 
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On the basis of this putative insight revealed by FSCs, Fischer (at times with 

Ravizza) constructs a nuanced theory of moral responsibility (1994; 1998, 2006; 2012).  A 

central feature of his theory is that it focuses on the actual-sequence: what matters is not 

whether agents have access to alternative possibilities but “the actual sequence that issues in 

any particular choice or behavior” (2012, 10).  In particular, Fischer focuses on the 

mechanisms or ways in which choice and action come about.  His contention is that agents 

are morally responsible for activity that is based on mechanisms that (i) are appropriately 

reasons-responsive (1998, 62-91) and (ii) for which the agent has taken responsibility (1998, 

207-239).  Our focus will be on (i).  A mechanism is appropriately reasons-responsive if it is 

appropriately reactive and receptive to reasons.  To simplify let us focus on reactivity.  An 

agent’s mechanism is appropriately reactive if there exists “some possible world in which 

there is a sufficient reason to do otherwise, the agent’s actual mechanism operates, and the 

agent does otherwise” (Fischer 2006, 68).  So an agent is morally responsible for an action 

only if that action is produced by an appropriately reactive mechanism, and a mechanism is 

appropriately reactive only if it has certain dispositions or abilities, namely the ability to act 

on different sufficient reasons. 

Given our above analysis of ability, it follows, I submit, that Fischer thinks that an 

agent’s being able to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility.  First, an agent’s 

responsibility depends on the abilities or dispositions of the mechanism that issues in 

activity.  The agent is responsible only if their mechanism was able to have responded in a 

different way when presented with a sufficient reason to act differently.  Second, if the 

agent’s mechanism is able to do otherwise, then, it seems, the agent is able to do otherwise.  

Responding to an objection raised by R. Jay Wallace (1997) that the shift from agents to 

mechanisms objectionably drops the agent from view, Fischer responds: “it is the person who 
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is morally responsible (partly) in virtue of the operation of his own suitably reasons-responsive 

mechanism” (2012, 158).  Agents make choices, act, and are morally responsible in virtue of 

the activity of their mechanisms.  This is a familiar move in the philosophy of action and a 

move that everyone must make unless they allow for the possibility of irreducible agent-

causation, understood as agents being fundamentally causally involved in their agency (cf. 

O’Connor 2000).  Most compatibilists (and philosophers for that matter) reject agent-

causation thus conceived and Fischer certainly does.  This is not to deny that agents are 

causally relevant, but it is to deny that they are fundamentally causally relevant.  Some claim 

that agents are derivatively causally relevant in virtue of being identified with certain 

motivations that are fundamentally causally relevant (Frankfurt 1971).  Fischer defends a 

different line: on his account agents are causally relevant in virtue of being properly related 

to their mechanisms that issued in action.  If the agent’s mechanism is able to do otherwise, 

then the agent is, in virtue of taking responsibility for the mechanism, able to do otherwise.  

A central contention, therefore, of Fischer’s theory of moral responsibility is that agents are 

morally responsible only if they possess an ability to do otherwise. 

Of course stating the point this baldly is apt to mislead, but that is precisely the point 

I am trying to make: Fischer’s repeated denial that alternative possibilities are relevant is apt 

to mislead (and has misled).  What he really intends (or should intend) by these statements is 

that certain species of abilities are irrelevant.  Suppose we define ‘the strong sense of ability’ 

as follows: S has the strong ability at t to X in possible world W if and only if there is a 

possible world W* in which S X-s and everything that does not depend on S’s X-ing is the 

same in W* as W (cf. Franklin 2011a).  Fischer thinks that the strong sense of ability to do 

otherwise is a sense that is irrelevant and that FSCs show to be irrelevant.  That Fischer is 

focusing on this (or some very similar) species of ability becomes clear once we recall the 
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overall motivation and contours of his theory.  The notion of ability that the consequence 

argument contends is incompatible with free will seems to be the strong one.  While Fischer 

does not think consequence-style arguments are decisive, he thinks they may well be sound.  

He employs FSCs to show that the ability to do otherwise (read: in the strong sense) is not 

necessary for moral responsibility.  Fischer’s phrasing of the point in terms of ‘alternative 

possibilities’ has the unfortunate suggestion that he does not think that an ability to do 

otherwise is required in any sense.  After all, if alternative possibilities full stop are truly 

irrelevant to grounding an agent’s moral responsibility, then how could any ability to do 

otherwise be relevant?  And that Fischer thinks that alternative possibilities full stop are 

irrelevant to moral responsibility is a natural, although mistaken, interpretation of the above 

quotations.  Add to this that Fischer focuses on the modal properties of the mechanism 

rather than the agent, and it becomes easy to see why many have wrongly concluded that 

Fischer does not think that an agent’s being able (in any sense) to do otherwise is necessary 

for moral responsibility. 

 

4 Rival Compatibilist Models? 

Failure to pay careful attention to the different senses of ability is likely to lead to verbal 

disputes, akin to the verbal dispute we witnessed above in the different responses to Ann’s 

case.  That such confusions have arisen in the literature becomes clear when we consider 

recent compatibilists who argue that Fischer is mistaken in concluding that the ability do 

otherwise is irrelevant to moral responsibility (or at least blameworthiness).  This is most 

clearly seen in the case of the new dispositionalists.6   

                                                 
6 Clarke (2009) has dubbed the recent work by Smith 2003, Vihvelin 2004, 2013, and Fara 2008 “the new 
dispositionalism”, as they argue that abilities are either identical or related to dispositions in a way that reveals 
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In her recent book, Kadri Vihvelin (2013) distinguishes between two kinds of 

compatibilists: moral compatibilists and metaphysical compatibilists (2013, 18).  Moral 

compatibilists argue that moral responsibility is compatible with determinism by denying that 

the ability to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility.  Metaphysical compatibilists 

argue that moral responsibility is compatible with determinism because free will (and 

specifically the ability to do otherwise) is compatible with determinism.  Vihvelin thinks that 

many compatibilists, following the lead of Fischer, have mistakenly adopted moral 

compatibilism.  

Once we distinguish the senses of ability that moral compatibilists deny are relevant 

from the senses of ability that metaphysical compatibilists claim are relevant, it is not clear 

that there is a substantive dispute.  For example, Vihvelin argues that there are two central 

senses of ability at stake in her claim that the ability to do otherwise is necessary for free will 

and moral responsibility: narrow and wide. When an agent S has the narrow ability to X “S 

has what it takes to do X; she’s got the necessary skills and the psychological and physical 

capacity to use those skills” (2013, 11).  When a skilled bike rider breaks both his legs in a 

terrible fall he retains his bike riding skills but loses his narrow ability to ride a bike since he 

loses the necessary physical capacities for riding bikes.  When S has the wide ability to X “S 

has what it takes to X…and, moreover, she’s got the means and opportunity and nothing 

external stands in her way” (2013, 11).  An expert bike rider who is in excellent psychological 

and physical condition may be unable to ride a bike due to the fact that there are no bikes 

within hundreds of miles.  While she retains the skill and narrow ability to ride a bike, she 

lacks the wide ability.  Vihvelin contends that narrow abilities nomologically supervene on an 

agent’s intrinsic properties, while wide abilities nomologically supervene intrinsic and 

                                                                                                                                                 
both that agents retain the ability to do otherwise in FSCs and that determinism is no threat to this ability.  See 
Clarke (2009), Whittle (2010), and Franklin (2011b) for critical discussions of the new dispositionalism.   
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extrinsic properties (2013, 13).  An agent loses a narrow ability to X only by undergoing a 

change of intrinsic properties, whereas an agent loses a wide ability to X either by losing the 

narrow ability to X or if there is an obstacle to her exercising her narrow ability to X, where a 

feature F is an obstacle to S’s doing X only if had S tried to do X and F is present, then S 

would have failed to do X (2013, 110).  

Vihvelin argues that agents in FSCs possess both the narrow and wide ability to do 

otherwise and she thinks Fischer, and moral compatibilists in general, disagree.  Is she right?  

While these issues are not entirely clear, I think it is far from clear that there is a genuine 

dispute here.  First, it is clear that Fischer does not think that FSCs show that agents can lack 

the narrow ability to do otherwise and yet still be morally responsible.  Reasons-

responsiveness requires that agents (in virtue of owning their mechanisms) have various 

psychological capacities to weigh and respond to reasons, and Fischer maintains that agents 

are appropriately reasons-responsive only if they were able to have acted on different 

reasons.  It follows from this that morally responsible agents have the narrow ability to do 

otherwise.  

What about the wide ability?  One might think surely here Fischer and Vihvelin part 

ways.  After all, the counterfactual intervener in FSCs is clearly an obstacle to the agent’s 

doing otherwise and thus agents in such cases lack the wide ability to do otherwise.7  But, 

given Vihvelin’s definition of ‘obstacle’, it turns out that counterfactual interveners in effective 

FSCs do not count as obstacles.  By ‘effective FSCs’ I mean cases in which the 

counterfactual intervener makes it the case that the agent cannot even try to choose or do 

                                                 
7 In FSCs the putatively morally responsible agent is thought to lack the ability to do otherwise because of the 
presence and powers of an agent who steads ready to intervene if, for example, the agent shows any signs of 
doing otherwise.  Given that the agent never manifests these signs, the intervener does not actually intervene 
but would have intervened if the agent had showed the relevant signs.  Thus the intervener is a counterfactual 
intervener.   
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otherwise, does not affect the actual process leading to action, and yet the agent is still 

morally responsible.  Now it is a hotly disputed matter whether there are any effective FSCs 

(cf. Widerker 1995; Ginet 1996; Kane 1996), but our concern is with what Fischer takes 

FSCs to show and so let us assume there are such cases.  In effective FSCs the 

counterfactual intervener is not an obstacle.  This is because an obstacle is a feature of the 

situation that interferes with or frustrates the agent’s trying to do otherwise.  An obstacle is a 

feature of the situation such that, if the agent tried to do otherwise, they would fail because 

of the presence of that feature.  But counterfactual interveners in effective FSCs do not play 

this role since they prevent the agent from even trying to do otherwise.  The only worlds in 

which the agent tries to do otherwise will be worlds in which the counterfactual intervener is 

absent and thus the counterfactual intervener will not (indeed cannot) interfere with the 

agent’s attempt in those worlds.   

Does Fischer think that effective FSCs rob agents of wide abilities?  To suggest that 

he does is to suggest that he has made a rather basic mistake.8  I find it far more plausible to 

conclude that Fischer would agree that FSCs do not rob agents of the wide ability to do 

otherwise.  This is not after all the sense of ability he is concerned to deny is necessary for 

moral responsibility.  Wide abilities are weaker than strong abilities.  To say that an agent 

possesses the wide ability at t to X is to say that the agent’s X-ing is compossible with his 

narrow abilities at t and his trying at t to X.  Effective FSCs do not rob agents of wide 

abilities since the presence of the counterfactual intervener is incompatible with his trying to 

do otherwise: the changes in the world required to accommodate the agent’s trying to do 

otherwise will involve eliminating the counterfactual intervener.  To say that an agent 

possesses the strong ability at t to X is to say that the agent’s X-ing is compossible with 

                                                 
8 It seems that Vihvelin (2013, chapter 4) does indeed think that he, and many others, have made this basic 
mistake. 
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everything being the same at t except what depends on the agent’s X-ing.  And it is plausible 

that counterfactual interveners in effective FSCs (if such there be) rob agents of the strong 

ability to do otherwise.  This is because the only worlds in which the agent does otherwise 

are worlds in which the counterfactual intervener is absent and the absence of the 

counterfactual intervener in these worlds does not depend on the agent’s doing otherwise (e.g. 

the counterfactual intervener is not absent in virtue of the agent’s doing otherwise).  

Furthermore, wide abilities are not plausibly thought to be incompatible with determinism.  

There are no incompatibilists arguing that determinism is an obstacle (in Vihvelin’s sense) to 

agents’ doing otherwise.  It is strong abilities to do otherwise that incompatibilists focus on.  

And it is to these incompatibilists that Fischer offers FSCs to show that “the ability to do 

otherwise” is irrelevant.  This suggests that Fischer’s focus is on strong abilities to do 

otherwise and it is these abilities that he claims FSCs show are irrelevant to moral 

responsibility.9   

There seems then not to be much of a dispute here between Fischer and Vihvelin.  

Once we distinguish between wide and strong abilities, I suspect Fischer and Vihvelin will 

agree about the implications of effective FSCs for these abilities.  Both will agree that agents 

in effective FSCs possess the narrow and wide abilities to do otherwise and both will agree 

that they lack the strong ability to do otherwise.  Now there may be other important disputes 

between Fischer and Vihvelin.  For example, perhaps Fischer thinks a certain range of 

narrow abilities is sufficient for moral responsibility, while Vihvelin thinks both narrow and 

wide abilities are required.  But even if such a dispute exists, it is not a dispute about whether 

                                                 
9 Something like this might also be going on in the apparent dispute between Fischer and Nelkin about whether 
ability in the “interference-free” sense is retained by agents in effective FSCs.  Fischer and Ravizza (1992) have 
argued that it is not retained, while Nelkin (2011) argues that it is.  Matters are less clear here, however, since 
the nature of this ability remains vague.  The vagueness of the nature of this ability is on display in the 
exchange between Clarke (2013) and Nelkin (2013).  My suspicion, however, is that once the relevant notion of 
interference is given greater specificity, it will become clear that this too is a verbal dispute.  
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the ability to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility.  It is a dispute about which 

abilities to do otherwise are necessary.10   

 

5 The Primacy of Moral Responsibility 

The argument for my first thesis is now complete.  The lesson to be gleaned is that we must 

work harder to specify clearly the species of ability we are concerned with.  Clarity can be 

achieved by more thoroughly specifying the facts that are and are not compossible with an 

agent’s X-ing, when one claims that the agent is able to X.  One of the most admirable 

features of Vihvelin’s recent work (especially Vihvelin 2013) is that she has worked hard (and 

harder than most) to distinguish various senses of ability, specifically distinguishing narrow 

from wide abilities.  What Vihvelin has, seemingly, failed to realize is that there are far more 

senses of ability than these and that Fischer and others have been focusing on the strong 

ability (or something akin to this species) when claiming that effective FSCs show that the 

ability to do otherwise is not necessary for moral responsibility. 

 Specifying these facts is not always easy and complete specification may well be 

impossible, but a higher degree of clarity can be achieved.  While substantive disputes will 

remain even after these specifications are made, these disputes will not be about, or at least 

will not primarily be about, whether the said species of ability is compatible with 

                                                 
10 What about other compatibilists, like Wallace (1994), Scanlon (1998), and Smith (2005, 2008).  Do they also 
think that an ability to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsibility?  Once we recognize the relative 
nature of ability-attributions, it becomes clear that they do.  All of these authors, like Fischer, contend that an 
agent’s responsibility depends on his rational capacities.  Wallace contends that a morally accountable agent 
must possess normative competence: “the ability to grasp and apply moral reasons, and to govern one’s 
behavior by the light of such reasons” (1994, 1).  Moreover, one is normatively competent only if one can, 
among other things, critically reflect on one’s desires and possesses “the power to refrain from acting on” one’s 
strongest motives when these motives diverge from what one judges one should do (1994, 158).  Scanlon 
writes, “A person governs herself in the sense required [for moral responsibility] if she is sensitive to the force of 
reasons and to the distinctions and relations between them and if her response to these reasons generally 
determines her subsequent attitudes and actions” (1998, 281; emphasis mine).  While Scanlon offers no analysis 
of sensitivity, any such analysis will require that the agent be capable of responding to different reasons and this 
means the agent must be able to do otherwise.  Similar remarks apply to Smith’s account (2005, 2008), since 
she also makes use of a sensitivity connection between actions or attitudes and rational judgments (2008, 370).  
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determinism, but rather whether the said species is necessary or sufficient for freedom and 

moral responsibility.  After all, once we clearly specify the nature of ability under discussion, 

its implications for determinism or FSCs will often be obvious.  It is obvious that narrow 

and wide abilities to do otherwise are compatible with determinism (at least given Vihvelin’s 

definition of obstacles) and very plausible that the ability to do otherwise in the strong sense 

is incompatible with determinism.  What is not obvious is which abilities are relevant.  How 

should we settle this question?   

While I have no methodological qualms with appeals to intuition, once there are 

conflicting intuitions, we should do more than merely re-appeal to our original intuitions.  In 

particular we need a way to test these intuitions.  I suggest that these reflections should lead 

us to recognize the primacy of moral responsibility.  In order to know which abilities are 

required for free will and moral responsibility, we must first determine what moral 

responsibility is.  The free will and moral responsibility debate ought to begin with the 

normative inquiry into the nature and justification of moral responsibility and then, and only 

then, proceed to the more metaphysically laden inquiry into the (in)compatibility of moral 

responsibility and determinism, which turns on issues like the nature of causation and the 

laws of nature.11  My point is not simply that there are different species of moral 

responsibility and thus the claim ‘the ability to do otherwise is necessary for moral 

responsibility’ is doubly ambiguous: ambiguous both in its use of ‘ability’ and ‘moral 

responsibility’.  That is true enough.  My point is that even once we have disambiguated our 

use of ‘moral responsibility’ and made it clear that we are interested in moral responsibility in 

the sense of answerability, or attributability, or accountability (or something else), we must 

                                                 
11 This claim holds only for those whose interests in free will lie primarily in its supposedly being the necessary 
degree of control required for moral responsibility.  As far as I can tell, this is how most contemporary 
theorists approach free will.  But those interested in free will apart from moral responsibility need not concede 
the primacy of moral responsibility.     



 18 

still determine more precisely the nature and, more specifically, the justification of this 

species of moral responsibility.12  It is by focusing on the justification of the relevant species 

of moral responsibility that we will be able to determine the required species of ability to do 

otherwise.13   

For any species of moral responsibility, the two most central questions about its 

nature are: (i) what kind of responses does this form of moral responsibility make 

appropriate and (ii) what is the nature of the appropriateness-relation?  Frequently 

mentioned appropriate responses to morally responsible agents include: praise, blame, 

rebuke, censure, reward, punishment, judgments of approval or disapproval, and demanding 

justification or explanation.  The nature of these responses, in turn, requires greater 

specification.  What kind of blame or punishment does the form of responsibility under 

discussion render appropriate?  Different appropriateness-relations include: fairness, desert, 

reasonableness, and fittingness.  And of course these relations also require greater 

specification.   

Two of the most central questions about the justification of holding someone 

morally responsible concern excuses and exemptions.14  Excuses are conditions that render a 

morally responsible agent not morally responsible for a particular action (or attitude or 

consequence) (Watson 1987; Wallace 1994).  Excuses include conditions such as mistake or 

accident.  Exemptions show one not to be a morally responsible agent (Watson 1987; 

Wallace 1994).  Exemptions include infancy and insanity.  What conditions count as excuses 

and exemptions will (likely) vary when different responses and different appropriateness-

                                                 
12 Watson (1996) famously distinguished between responsibility in terms of attributability and accountability.  
Others have emphasized moral responsibility as answerability (Smith 2005, 2008).  See Fischer and Tognazzini 
(2011) and Shoemaker (2011) for helpful discussions of the various species of moral responsibility. 
13 I take this to be similar to the proposal put forth by Terence Horgan over thirty years ago (Horgan 1979).  It 
is unfortunate that this excellent article has gone so widely unnoticed.   
14 Another central issue concerns the standing to hold others responsible (Smith 2007; cf. Coates and 
Tognazzini 2012). 
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relations are at stake.  Conditions that excuse one from deserving punishment may not 

excuse one from the fittingness of judgments of disapproval.  We cannot in the abstract 

determine whether addiction or one’s upbringing excuses or exempts: whether these 

conditions excuse or exempt depend on the species of responsibility under consideration.  

So also stronger senses of ability to do otherwise may be required for deserving punishment 

than the fittingness of disapproval.  But again we cannot determine whether any specific 

species of ability to do otherwise is required for moral responsibility in the abstract.  We 

must determine what sense of moral responsibility is under discussion and specifically what 

conditions excuse and exempt agents.  Only then can we determine with any precision or 

reliability whether the said species of ability is indeed necessary.  

It is worth comparing my proposal to Peter van Inwagen’s (2008) recent advice 

concerning how to think about the problem of free will.15  I agree with van Inwagen that we 

would do best to avoid noun-phrases like ‘libertarian free will’ and ‘compatibilist free will’, as 

well as noun-phrases like ‘libertarian moral responsibility’ and ‘compatibilist moral 

responsibility’ (van Inwagen 2008).  Let me also stress that I agree with him that there is a 

genuine dispute between these theorists: compatibilists and libertarians disagree about 

whether free will or the control required for moral responsibility is compatible with determinism.16  

Moreover, I am willing to concede to van Inwagen that what incompatibilists and 

compatibilists mean by ‘able’ is “what it means in English” (van Inwagen 2008, 333).  But 

van Inwagen also claims that compatibilists and incompatibilists mean the same thing by 

‘able’ (2008, 333), and it is here that I part company with him. The meaning of ‘able’ 

depends on the speaker and context and does not always mean the same thing in English.  

                                                 
15 I am grateful to Neal Tognazzini for pressing me to make this comparison. 
16 This is not to say that every putative disagreement between compatibilists and incompatibilists is genuine.  
Perhaps at certain times and places there have arisen mere verbal disputes between these theorists.  My claim is 
only that there are some genuine disputes between these theorists.     



 20 

When claiming that a certain range of abilities is necessary and sufficient for free will and 

moral responsibility, compatibilists and incompatibilists usually, I submit, mean different 

things by ‘ability’.17      

Of a person who coverts to compatibilism from incompatibilism van Inwagen 

claims, “she should describe her intellectual history this way: ‘I used to think that free will 

was incompatible with determinism.  I was blind but now I see: Now I see that it is 

compatible with determinism” (2008, 333).  van Inwagen goes on to describe what she 

should not say: 

                                                 
17 Perhaps Fischer agrees with van Inwagen on this point. Perhaps Fischer thinks that compatibilists and 
incompatibilists mean the same thing by ‘able’ and he thinks that any plausible analysis of ‘able’ will entail that 
being able to do otherwise is not necessary for the freedom necessary for moral responsibility. Alternatively, as 
an anonymous referee suggests, perhaps Fischer thinks we all have an inchoate grasp of the sense of ‘able’ 
relevant to free will and, again, any plausible analysis of ‘able’ will entail that being able to do otherwise is not 
necessary for the freedom necessary for moral responsibility. The first view suffers from the same problems as 
van Inwagen’s: namely assuming that compatibilists and incompatibilists mean the same thing by ‘able’. The 
second requires that free will, apart from moral responsibility, has a rather fixed sense. That seems mistaken to 
me. While not anything will count as an analysis of free will, the range of analyses does not seem restricted to, 
for example, the strong notion of ability. Perhaps one could argue that an adequate analysis of free will will 
entail that an agent has free will only if they are sometimes able to do otherwise. But even if this were correct, 
there are numerous different senses of ‘ability’, and thus there is no guarantee that the proper analysis of 
‘ability’ will show that being able to do otherwise is not necessary for the freedom necessary for moral 
responsibility. Both the first and second interpretations of Fischer end up making his view suffer from the 
same mistake: namely the false assumption that there is some clear, fixed sense of ‘ability’ we are all talking 
about. The notion of ability is a relative one, its meaning shifts across different contexts, and is simply not 
sharp enough for profitable discussion until it is tied tightly to some relevant set of facts. And of course the 
facts relevant to ‘ability’ in our context are the moral responsibility facts, whatever those turn out to be. 

My interpretation of Fischer differs from both of these. Fischer’s work has been structured by the desire 
to safeguard moral responsibility from the threat of determinism. As I see it, Fischer concedes that it is very 
plausible to think that the ability to do otherwise, understood as the ability to add to the given past, is 
incompatible with determinism, but argues that this sense of ability is not necessary for the kind of freedom 
necessary for moral responsibility (Fischer 1994, 198). His subsequent denials that alternative possibilities, or 
the ability or freedom to do otherwise, are necessary are then to be read under the following qualification: in 
the sense of the ability to add to the given past. Unfortunately, in recent years Fischer and his critics have 
tended to treat his claim in an unqualified way, as though he were claiming that alternative possibilities or the 
ability to do otherwise simpliciter were not necessary for moral responsibility. His critics then argue that the 
ability to do otherwise simpliciter is necessary. The problem, of course, is that there is no such ability—there is 
no ability to do otherwise simpliciter, but only an ability to do otherwise relative to these facts, an ability to do 
otherwise relative to those facts, and so on. 

Let me hasten to add that I think this point has been acknowledged by others, but it does not seem to 
have been sufficiently appreciated. Evidence of this underappreciation is seen in the verbal disputes between 
Fischer and Vihvelin (and others), as well as those who argue that free will is (in)compatible with determinism 
without clearly connecting up the sense of ability at stake with the facts about moral responsibility.        
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I used to think that free will was one thing, a thing incompatible with determinism.  

Now I think it is another thing—I mean I think that the words “free will” are a name 

for another thing—, a thing compatible with determinism.  The thing I used, 

incorrectly, to call “free will” is incompatible with determinism; I was right to think 

that it was incompatible with determinism. (van Inwagen 2008, 333) 

I agree with van Inwagen about what this philosophical convert should and should not say.  

But let me add an additional thing that would be appropriate for the convert to say.  She 

might also claim that she used to think that a certain species of ability was required for 

freedom and responsibility and she remains convinced that if this species of ability was 

required for free will and moral responsibility, then incompatibilism would be true.  

However, she has become convinced that this species of ability is not required for freedom 

and responsibility and that instead the necessary abilities are all compatible with 

determinism.18   

   My advice then is that we understand the dispute between compatibilists and 

incompatibilists about whether free will and moral responsibility are compatible with 

determinism as a dispute about what free will is: a dispute about which abilities are required 

for free will (or the control necessary for moral responsibility).  And this means that 

theorizing about moral responsibility ought to take pride of place in our queries into the 

problem of free will.  We will not be in a position to determine whether incompatibilists or 

compatibilists are right until we have sufficiently characterized the nature of moral 

responsibility.19 

                                                 
18 I am grateful to Michael McKenna for comments about how best to draw the distinction between my and 
van Inwagen’s views. 
19 It is precisely this task that van Inwagen never attempts and, I suggest, it is precisely here that compatibilists 

resist his argument.   
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Let me also stress that while the dispute between Fischer and the new 

dispositionalists about whether the ability to do otherwise is necessary for moral 

responsibility is a verbal dispute, there may well be other important substantive disputes 

between these compatibilists.  As noted above, some compatibilists might only think that, in 

Vihvelin’s language, the narrow ability to do otherwise is required, while other compatibilists 

may think that morally responsible agents must also possess the wide ability to do otherwise.  

This is an important dispute.  But it is a dispute about which abilities to do otherwise are 

necessary for moral responsibility, not whether the ability to do otherwise is necessary.   

Recall the quote from Lewis above: “To say that something can happen means that 

its happening is compossible with certain facts.  Which facts?  That is determined, but 

sometimes not determined well enough, by context” (1976, 150).  Reflection on this leads to 

the conclusion that in an important sense the ethics of free will and moral responsibility are 

epistemologically prior to the metaphysics of free will and moral responsibility: the facts that 

determine the species of ability we are interested in when tackling the problem of free will 

are the moral responsibility facts.20  To know the sense of ability at stake we must know the 

facts about the nature and justification of moral responsibility.21  Moral responsibility, then, 

                                                 
20 The qualification ‘in an important sense’ is crucial, to my mind, because in reality there is no sharp distinction 
between ethics and metaphysics.  A question about the nature of an object (e.g. a morally responsible agent) or 
activity (e.g. holding responsible) has metaphysical dimensions.  That said, there is a clear even if not sharp 
difference between more ethically laden issues about praise, blame, reward, punishment, desert, fittingness, 
excuse, and exemption, and more metaphysically laden issues about causation, laws of nature, counterfactuals, 
and so forth.     

My claim is distinct from but compatible with Wallace’s claim that the metaphysical facts about whether 
someone is morally responsible are conceptually subsequent to and dependent on the facts about “our practice 
of holding people responsible” (1994, 91).  As Wallace sees it, one’s being responsible is dependent on our 
“appropriately” holding them responsible.  Wallace’s claim of dependence slides between a metaphysical and 
epistemological reading.  My claim about the priority of ethics is an epistemological one: we cannot know which 
sense of ability is relevant until we know the nature and justification of moral responsibility.   
21 In this way I disagree with Vihvelin’s contention that compatibilists ought to think of “the free 
will/determinism problem as a problem within metaphysics: more specifically as a problem within modal 
metaphysics.  The relevant questions…are questions about necessity, possibility, and ability; the laws of nature 
and how they constrain our abilities (or limit our opportunities); causation and causal powers; counterfactuals” 
(2013, 19).  Vihvelin is right that all these questions are of the utmost importance, but they are not of first 
importance.  Vihvelin, in the guise of an earlier self, seems to agree with me: “The ‘can’ relevant to free will is 
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is of first importance.  

 
 
6 Conclusion         

I have sought to establish two conclusions.  First, a central issue in the free will/moral 

responsibility and determinism controversy has been widely miscast: the issue is not whether 

the ability but rather which abilities to do otherwise are necessary for free will and moral 

responsibility.  Second, these disputes are most fundamentally (though not exclusively) moral 

disputes about the nature and justification of moral responsibility.  But let not the primacy of 

moral responsibility obscure the relevance of metaphysics.  As we move from the question 

of what moral responsibility is to the question of the conditions under which one is morally 

responsible, we begin to slide into a (more fully) metaphysical inquiry.  Whether we actually 

possess the specified sense of ability to do otherwise will depend on one’s views about the 

laws of nature, causation, and so forth.  But these issues gain traction only once the sense of 

ability at stake in the problem of free will has been determined and this sense can be 

determined only once we have determined the nature and justification of moral 

responsibility.  Theories of moral responsibility, therefore, ought to take precedence.22    

  

                                                                                                                                                 
the ‘can’ that we have in mind in contexts in which we raises questions about moral responsibility, and, in 
particular, contexts in which we raise questions about the justification of choices and the evaluation of agents 
on the basis of their choices” (2004, 428-429).  But if questions about moral responsibility fix the sense of 
ability we are interested, how then can issues in metaphysics be primary? 
22 I am grateful to John Fischer, Michael McKenna, Neal Tognazzini, and an anonymous referee of this journal 
for their helpful feedback. 
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